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Introduction

The Philosophy of Gilles Deleuze

This book is an introduction to the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze
(1925-95). It presents his philosophy both as a philosophical system
and as a critical enterprise. The system contains a philosophy of the
mind and its place in reality. This philosophy of mind is applied
within various domains of social reality and epistemology, giving
rise to a series of original theories of language, sexuality, art, poli-
tics, history and science. The critical enterprise lends force to this
system and its applications. The philosophy of Deleuze questions
some of our most deeply entrenched and widely shared beliefs
about thought, experience and reality. One can say about Deleuze’s
philosophy what is often said about French surrealism, namely, that
it aims to produce a revolution in the mind, a fundamental change
in how we think. This book presents the development of Deleuze’s
system and the implications of his critical project in the spheres of
political theory, ethics, aesthetics and the epistemology of the human
sciences.

Deleuze seeks to replace the practical and rational view of reality
that we derive from everyday experience with a philosophical spec-
ulative account of reality. A central feature of this new account is
that the human being is not presented as a conscious centre of
action and belief. In the philosophical tradition the concept of the
‘subject’ grants precisely such a privileged role to the human being
and to self-conscious thought. Deleuze’s philosophy is therefore
also a critique of the concept of the subject. This critique is not a
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straightforward attack or rejection; his philosophy constructs
different and quite sophisticated arguments to show that what
the philosophy of the subject takes as an origin or a basic premise
(self-consciousness, individual freedom) is in fact derived from
or produced within a larger process bearing no resemblance to
subjective experience. In Deleuze’s account of reality, the human
being occupies a limited place as a process unfolding amidst
other processes to which it is subordinated and with which it
interacts.

Central to this new conception of reality is a philosophy of signs
and signification, or ‘semiotics’. Signification is here neither a mental
occurrence, nor a social convention. Nor is signification a material
thing. It is thus neither mental, material nor social. Signification has
its own unique place in reality, its own ‘ontological status’. Deleuze
argues that from the point of view of this special ontological status
of signification we can gain a very different conception as well of
the psyche, of political power, of social and cultural practices. The
application of ‘semiotics’ to a general theory of the mind, politics
and culture is the joint project of Deleuze and his collaborator, the
psychiatrist and political activist, Félix Guattari (1930-92).

The principal aim of the present book is to understand how
Deleuze develops a metaphysics and a semiotics in his early work
and how he then with Guattari applies these metaphysical and
semiotic principles within the sphere of a general and formal social
theory.

Deleuze’s work can be divided into three separate stages. During
the first period, from the early 1950s to around 1970, Deleuze estab-
lished himself as a French academic philosopher, first, as a historian
of philosophy, then as an important independent philosopher, with
the two parallel treatises: Difference and Repetition (1968) and The
Logic of Sense (1969). During this period, Deleuze developed original
theories of time, language, signs, and the relationship between
thought and reality.

In the second period from 1970 to the early 1980s, Deleuze entered
an intensive working relationship with Félix Guattari. Together
they wrote two influential works in social and political theory
under the common title Capitalism and Schizophrenia. The first was
entitled Anti-Oedipus (1972) and consisted of a critical discussion
of psychoanalysis and an original reinterpretation of Marxist
social theory.

The second volume was called A Thousand Plateaus (1980) and
covered a much wider range of topics, arising mostly from a critique
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of the contemporary social and human sciences. These topics all
involve the central questions of the early work concerning significa-
tion and the relationship between thought and reality.

As a bridge between these two books, they wrote an essay on the
writer Franz Kafka: Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1975). During
this period Deleuze also became well known as a professor of phi-
losophy at the newly opened university at Vincennes outside Paris
and took on the role of a public intellectual. He and his contempo-
rary Michel Foucault were perceived as the representatives of a new
‘Nietzschean’ philosophy, a philosophy that would adhere to none
of the other philosophical currents at the time, whether Marxist,
psychoanalytical or phenomenological.

During the last stage of his life, from 1980 to 1995, Deleuze’s
collaboration with Guattari became less central to his work. He
wrote a series of books on art and the craft of philosophy, includ-
ing an essay on Leibniz and baroque art and a study of the late
twentieth-century British painter, Francis Bacon. The book, What Is
Philosophy?, was nominally co-authored with Guattari. These texts
are all concerned with the question of how art and philosophy are
parallel, yet distinct, practices of thought and creation.

Here we follow the chronological development of Deleuze’s phi-
losophy. Chapter 1 is devoted to Deleuze’s early thought; Chapters
2-4 concentrate on the common philosophical enterprise of Deleuze
and Guattari, while the final chapter discusses Deleuze’s theory of
philosophy and art and the potential ethical implications of his
philosophy as a whole. The book thus presents an account of
Deleuze’s intellectual development with a marked focus on the
middle period.

The discussion of this development is held together by a problem
regarding philosophical method: how does Deleuze think? What
are the strategies of thought, principles and methods that orient his
thinking and its relation to other systems of thought?

The early work proposes, that is, theorizes as well as demon-
strates, a genetic method in accordance with a principle of ‘imma-
nence’. The collaborative work starts from this genetic method, but
seeks to combine it with materialist premises about the relationship
between the psyche and society. Deleuze and Guattari develop the
genetic method in a different, less formal and less cosmological
direction. It is now not a question of understanding how the mind
is engendered within a cosmic reality, but how the unconscious
mind, the psyche that processes sexual desire, is shaped by its place
within social and political reality.
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In conducting this argument, Deleuze and Guattari encounter
a problem concerning history, a problem which I believe is decisive
in their thinking and accounts for much of its force and origina-
lity. Inspired by Nietzsche’s genealogical philosophy of history,
Deleuze and Guattari in Anti-Oedipus develop their own genealogi-
cal account of how the psyche comes to form part of the body politic.
A Thousand Plateaus refines and complicates this method. The
structure of the argument put forward in the present book is dic-
tated by this move in their thought from a genetic to a genealogical
method.

Thematically, the book traces the problem of the subject through-
out Deleuze’s work. The early historical works present a critique of
the Cartesian and Kantian subject of consciousness and proposes
an alternative philosophy of mental activity considered as affect,
memory and the expression of forces. Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand
Plateaus each present a historical and semiotic account of the subject
as a certain kind of cultural and social construct. This culturally or
socially constructed subject is then contrasted with marginal subject
positions, the schizophrenic and the nomad, and more generally the
subject of ‘becoming’, a subject that escapes social integration as it
is defined in terms of its own desires and passage through time.

There are a number of different contexts in which we can situate
Deleuze’s work. We can group these into three categories: (1) domi-
nant positions within the philosophical tradition that Deleuze
engages with, either appropriatively or critically; (2) the theories
and methods employed in the human and social sciences, such as
Marxism, psychoanalysis or structural linguistics; and, finally, (3)
the scholarly literature on Deleuze.

In this book I first situate Deleuze within the philosophical tradi-
tion in order to explain the speculative and critical direction of his
philosophy. In the sections on Anti-Oedipus, Kafka: Toward a Minor
Literature, and A Thousand Plateaus, the book presents Deleuze and
Guattari’s discussions of psychoanalysis, Marxism and structuralist
theories of meaning from the point of view of the new social and
‘semiotic’ theory that they seek to develop.

As for the scholarly literature, it is very interesting partly because
of the lack of agreement among scholars about the nature and direc-
tion of Deleuze’s thought. The literature has thus identified a number
of ambiguous points in Deleuze’s philosophy largely having to do
with the relationship between its general conception of reality and
the mind and its possible practical applications. This book takes a
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middle course in relation to these issues: Deleuze’s philosophy is
neither so abstract as to be divorced from practical relevance nor is
it in any way directly ‘applicable’ to experience, in the manner, say,
of a scientific theory.

Deleuze’s early philosophy develops out of a critical engagement
with large parts of the philosophical tradition. His own early phi-
losophy concerns how mental activity is situated within reality. The
area of the philosophical tradition that has had the strongest influ-
ence on Deleuze’s work is thus a group of philosophers who have
addressed this question. The philosophers that Deleuze makes his
main interlocutors further share a common perspective on this
problem. They consider the mind to be an activity that unfolds
within a larger set of forces or energies that constitute the cosmos
or the world as a whole. The crucial feature of this picture of the
mind is that mental activity is seen to be part of the world and not
separate from it: the mind is not a screen. Mental activity does not
consist in producing a ‘representation’ of something outside of itself.
It is an activity that unfolds in response to forces around it. The
philosophers Deleuze enlists as holding such views are the Stoics,
Spinoza, Leibniz, Nietzsche and Bergson!

Deleuze in his early work develops a general theory of SIgmﬁca-
tion or ‘sense’. In the texts written with Guattari this theory of sense
is fused with a political and social theory of desire and the psyche.
According to this new theory, psychic processes and sexual desire
are not simply located in individuals but form an integral part of
social and political reality. This perspective on the psyche also leads
to a critical discussion of psychoanalysis, and in particular the ver-
sion of psychoanalysis presented by Jacques Lacan (who had been
Guattari’s analyst). The psyche, according to Lacan, relates to the
world and to itself primarily through the medium of language. Anti-
Oedipus presents a semiotic theory that is meant to constitute an
alternative to this Lacanian theory of linguistic mediation.

On the basis of this, first, semiotic theory presented through a
discussion of psychoanalysis, Deleuze and Guattari, in their sub-
sequent works Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature and A Thousand
Plateaus, present a general semiotic theory of mental activity and
cultural practices. This theory, which is embedded in an equally
general account of social reality, has the ambitious aim of overturn-
ing an entrenched system of thought. This is a cognitive and semi-
otic system that is embedded in social practices, conforms to
everyday experience and has been dominant within large sections
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of the philosophical tradition (Aristotle, Descartes, Kant). Deleuze
in his early work calls this cognitive system ‘representation’.

The continuity between the early work and the collaborative
work consists, on the one hand, of a critique of this system of rep-
resentation, and, on the other, of a programme for philosophy which
Deleuze calls ‘immanence’. The terms ‘representation’ and ‘imma-
nence’ are mutually exclusive and define each other: representation
consists of thinking about the world through the filter of a logical
model centred on the notion of the ‘individual object’, and corre-
sponding thereby to how the world presents itself in everyday expe-
rience. Immanence is the ideal of understanding reality, not as it
appears in experience, but as it unfolds according to its own intrin-
sic genetic processes.

The continuity of aim and method between the historical and
metaphysical work of Deleuze in the 1960s and the social and semi-
otic theory developed in common by Deleuze and Guattari during
the 1970s still leaves open a range of interpretative questions con-
cerning Deleuze’s work: is his philosophy primarily a metaphysics
which only accidentally is applied - or applicable - to social themes,
or is it, on the other hand, primarily a social theory relying, acci-
dentally, on some more general underlying principles?

In the critical literature on Deleuze, there is widespread disagree-
ment about how to answer this question, and thus about the funda-
mental nature of his philosophy, its purpose and central concerns.
This means, for instance, that scholars disagree about the relation-
ship between ontology - the philosophy of being — and epistemology
- the philosophy of how the mind relates to reality. Are the theory
of the mind in Difference and Repetition and the discussion of the
human sciences in A Thousand Plateaus ontological in nature? Do they
mainly concern how, at a very abstract level, we ought to think about
anything in reality? Or can we derive from these discussions some-
thing resembling a method for the human or the social sciences?

Most commentators disagree sharply on the further issue: is
Deleuze a political philosopher? Some say that he is, that his phi-
losophy is conducive to certain kinds of political analysis and action,
whereas others deny this, claiming that his ontology is such that it
rules out any such consequences for action. One can bring the two
perspectives together as Dorothea Olkowski does:

In other words, a theory of change demands concepts that are made
from real change and that make change real. And, I will argue, it is
only by conceiving life, including duration and subjectivity, in the
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image of flows that such a conception of change in the subject and
the cosmos can come to be realized.?

Olkowski here argues that Deleuze’s ontology of time and change
is the foundation for a political theory of action, but other commen-
tators, notably in the French tradition (Badiou, Bergen, Zoubar-
chivili), have tended to emphasize the formal and abstract character
of Deleuze’s ontology over its practical implications, to the point, in
the case of Badiou, of ruling out that Deleuze’s thought can have
any concrete implications for politics.

A related area of disagreement is linked to the new perspective
on the world entailed by Deleuze’s ontology. Seeking to displace the
consciously thinking and acting human being from the centre of its
own life and experience, to present the human being as an interplay
of forces taking place within a larger play of forces, Deleuze’s phi-
losophy raises the question: what about the human subject, the I that
thinks and feels and chooses?

These three areas of discussion, (1) ontology vs epistemology, (2)
ontology vs politics and (3) ontology vs subjectivity, are linked. The
question is to what extent Deleuze’s philosophy of being is pre-
sented from a point of view so distant from human affairs and
endeavours as to have no consequences for our actions and for our
involvement in political and scientific problems.

The Programme

According to the reading presented in this book, the central princi-
ple of Deleuze’s philosophy is ‘immanence’. Conventionally, ‘imma-
nence’ is a metaphysical concept opposed to ‘transcendence’. It
characterizes the theology and cosmology of Spinoza’s philosophy
of ‘divine nature’. In Spinoza’s system, there is no God outside of
reality, ‘transcending’ nature. The only God there is for Spinoza is
a principle of creation that is inherent to, immanent within, divine
nature. Deleuze has written a study of Spinoza’s principle of imma-
nence, Spinoza and the Problem of Expression (1968).> He there inter-
prets the principle of immanence in Spinoza with the aid of the
concept of ‘expression’, taken from Leibniz. The immanence of God
in nature and of all finite, created beings in God means for Spinoza,
according to Deleuze, that divine nature expresses itself in all
things. This expressive relationship entails a particular notion of
causality: the expressive principle is cause of the finite being that it
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expresses itself through, but this cause is nowhere visible within
experience in the manner of physical causes. The expressive cause
is an internal or ‘genetic’ principle.

It is this notion of an internal genetic cause that Deleuze takes
from Spinoza and which becomes the impetus for his own philoso-
phy. By extending the use of this genetic principle from its original,
theological, context, Deleuze also extends the meaning of the concept
of ‘immanence’. This concept becomes for Deleuze a principle of
thought rather than a property of reality. The principle of imma-
nence means, positively, to think genetically, i.e. to reproduce in
thought the genetic process that engendered an object. Negatively,
immanence is defined in opposition to those methods of thought
that move backwards, inferring from effects to their possible causes
or reasons. This procedure of thought consists in beginning with
how something appears within experience in order then to seek the
reason, meaning or cause of this object: the reason for an action, the
meaning of a dream, the cause of an event.

Deleuze calls this procedure of inference from experience ‘rep-
resentation’. It is called representation because it consists in begin-
ning with a representation, a model of the object as this object
appears. Deleuze develops an elaborate account of representation
based, on the one hand, on Aristotelian logic and, on the other, on
the theories of understanding presented by Descartes and Kant.
Conventionally, in the history of philosophy one separates Aristotle
from Descartes and Kant because the former views language and
thought as implying a direct mirror relation between the subject
predicate structure of thought (and language) and the structure of
objects and their properties within physical reality; by contrast,
Descartes and Kant hold that the objects of our thought and knowl-
edge are at one remove from physical reality. We think about ideas
(Descartes) or phenomena (Kant) but we are not able to say that or
whether these ideas and phenomena necessarily map the actual
structure of the world.

For Deleuze there is, however, a common principle that unites
Aristotle, on the one hand, and Descartes and Kant, on the other,
namely, the principle that thought begins with something - an
object, an idea, a phenomenon - that is given or, better, represented
in experience. Thinking is then viewed as a process of reasoning,
starting from and grounded in this experience. The representa-
tional philosophy of thought and knowledge consists in laying bare
the structure of this reasoning activity and its relation to experience.
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It is this entire picture of thought, experience and the philosophy
of knowledge (epistemology) that Deleuze now calls ‘representa-
tion’ and which he opposes to immanence.

The basic difference between the two ways of conceiving
thought and its place in reality concerns the notions of the ‘object’
of philosophical thought itself. For Deleuze, the ‘object’ is some-
thing that has an inner genetic cause. For the philosophy of re-
presentation the object is something that is represented within
experience. Thought is for Deleuze an activity that takes place
within reality; it is a process that unfolds amidst other processes.
The highest form of thought is the genetic articulation of imma-
nent processes. For the philosophers of representation, thinking is
an articulation of or making explicit what is already given as a
representation in experience. The genetic and immanent under-
standing sought by Deleuze is not grounded in experience and its
objects do not necessarily bear a strong resemblance to empirical
objects.

The initial metaphysical intuition of Deleuze is very simple; the
vital forces that can be activated in thought are kept at bay by an
ordering and filtering system which imposes on reality a determi-
nate logical structure. We may move beyond this logical structure
if we can produce thoughts that are sufficiently abstract to think
reality outside of representation. Deleuze’s general account of what
it is to be, or ‘ontology’ therefore leads to a perspective on human
life that is in conflict with conscious experience. However, Deleuze
also seeks to replace this conscious subject with another subject,
defined by its passage through time, its capacity to undergo affects
and by its creative potentials rather than its conscious experience
of itself.

This book thus sees Deleuze as an anti-Platonist of a particular,
paradoxical kind: someone who criticizes Plato while sharing very
many of his assumptions about philosophy. Common to Plato and
Deleuze is an ambition for philosophy to be able to go beyond
common sense and everyday experience, to present a perceptive on
the world that may challenge how it presents itself within experi-
ence. For Deleuze, this includes distancing himself from a many of
the assumptions about thought and reality developed within
the modern philosophical tradition. In particular, he is seeking
to provide an alternative to the so-called concept of the subject,
the notion of the individual human mind as constituting a self-
conscious centre of knowledge and action.
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However, Deleuze’s philosophy also contains the germs of an
alternative subject or concept of the subject. This alternative subject
would not be founded in self-consciousness and rational mental
capabilities but on the temporal and creative passage that a human
being may undergo either in the field of its own life or in the more
restricted fields of thought and writing. The mapping of this alter-
native subject is the most concrete application and realization of the
principle of immanence: the alternative subject, being not defined
by self-awareness, is immanent within its own acts. Deleuze calls
this alternative subject, first, the embryonic subject (sujet larvaire),
then the ‘nomadic subject’ and finally, in the Kafka book and in A
Thousand Plateaus, ‘becoming’. In Deleuze’s thought, the starting-
point for formulating this alternative concept of the subject is the
concept of ‘affect’. According to Deleuze, affects are the basic com-
ponents of mental activity. Now the concept of an affect does not
entail the concept of subjective self-awareness. To understand an
affect is to see it as a force, a particular type of energy and this
energy does not presuppose self-consciousness. The questions we
may ask about affects are: how do they combine? What affects is
the mind capable of? What thoughts are generated by affects? In
this philosophical perspective, the mind is a site of thoughts rather
than a centre of consciousness. These thoughts are not defined by
the fact that someone can say: they are my thoughts. Thoughts, in
other words, are not defined as belonging to a subject. Deleuze’s books
on Hume, Nietzsche and Spinoza each develop a particular aspect
of this affect psychology and attack a specific dimension of the
concept of the subject in its Cartesian or Kantian versions.

Historical Background

Deleuze’s work was produced during a 40-year period, stretching
from the mid-1950s to the early 1990s. When Deleuze began writing
as a philosopher, French academic philosophy was dominated,
on the one hand, by the discovery of the German philosophers
Hegel, Husserl and Heidegger, and, on the other, by a specifically
French school of history of philosophy. It was the latter trend that
initially had the strongest impact on Deleuze’s development as a
philosopher.

According to this school, the history of philosophy seeks to
display the intrinsic truth of each philosophical system of the
past, that is, show each system in as favourable a light as possible,
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when required, by strengthening the internal coherence of that
system. The task of the historian of philosophy is therefore not
to explain how a philosopher came to develop particular concepts
or problems, but to interpret the system of that philosophy in view
of making it rationally valid, and if necessary to reconstruct
the system so that it appears to conform, in the best possible
way, to its own premises.” This historical school was represented,
for instance, by Martial Guéroult, Victor Goldschmidt and Jules
Vuillémin. They all ranged widely in their interests, writing on
philosophers from different periods and movements, a trait that
Deleuze adopted.

Deleuze began his career in this historical school but was not
insensitive to the intellectual climate of his time, dominated by the
interpretation of Hegel, Husserl and Heidegger. Some of his first
texts are thus reviews of works of existential philosophy and psy-
chology in the Heideggerian tradition.’ Nevertheless, the early phi-
losophy of Deleuze consists of a series of short monographs, three
of which were devoted to Hume, Bergson and Nietzsche, philoso-
phers who were not part of this intellectual climate and who were
pursuing a different kind of project from that of Hegel, Husserl or
Heidegger. Deleuze also wrote on the two philosophers Spinoza
and Kant, who, while not being directly linked to either phenome-
nology or Hegelian philosophy, were by no means unknown to the
French academic tradition, where since the nineteenth century they
had been considered as epitomizing philosophical reason. During
this period Deleuze also wrote book-length essays on the writers
Marcel Proust and Sacher Masoch.

Through these texts, Deleuze presents himself as a sophisticated
and original historian of philosophy, practising the French recon-
structive method of interpretation — which he at the same time
refines in a particular way: he condenses his own arguments and
mode of exposition in the extreme, thereby eliding the question of
where his own philosophy takes over and the interpretation becomes
a reconstruction. Thus, in all these works, he primarily develops
concepts that subsequently become part of his own philosophy.
He gives expression to this philosophy in the two parallel works
published in the late 1960s, Difference and Repetition, and The Logic
of Sense.

In the 1950s, French philosophy was at a crossroads between two
very different schools of thought, that of phenomenology and that of
structuralism. Phenomenology was the older of the two movements.
From the 1930s to the 1950s, French philosophy had been dominated
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by existential and phenomenological thinkers such as Jean-Paul
Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Gabriel Marcel. Drawing on
a set of interlinked influences - Hegel, Kierkegaard, Husserl
and Heidegger - this generation had agreed on a common set of
philosophical concerns. Philosophy was to be answerable to the
basic fact of human existence. It should not be a merely rational
enterprise but should have something to say about how we
exist, how we live and die, how we confront the world of things
around us.

This existential phenomenology marked a break with the aca-
demic tradition of French philosophy which had been predomi-
nantly concerned with the history of science and the history of
philosophy itself. The following generation, that of Michel Foucault,
Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze, marks a return to this earlier
historical orientation, but, at the same time, these philosophers
evolved through a critical debate with existential phenomenology,
and therefore sought to maintain the aim of this tradition to be rel-
evant to ethical, aesthetic and political questions.

Phenomenology itself, as a discipline within philosophy, began
with the German philosopher Edmund Husserl at the end of the
nineteenth century. Phenomenology gave itself the task of testing
and assessing the claims made by various sciences, and in particu-
lar the claims made within the formal or pure sciences of logic and
mathematics. Following Kant, Husserl believed that the validity of
arguments within these sciences was in need of a special kind of
justification which these sciences themselves would not be able to
provide, and which could only be made by philosophy. Philosophy
was therefore to be considered as the science of all the other sci-
ences, a kind of superior science. The object of this superior science
was truth and validity, or rather the meaning of truth and validity.
A logical inference might be valid according to the rules of logic,
but what does it mean that it is valid?

In order to answer this question, Husserl analysed the experience
that we have of something being true. He thought that if we pay
close attention to the mental acts involved in any experience of
truth, we will understand the universal properties of any argument
that produces knowledge. In the course of this examination of
mental acts, he gradually came to widen his area of study until it
concerned all the ways in which something may appear to con-
sciousness, and all the different kinds of conscious experience there
can be, from fleeting sensations to formal arguments. Phenomenol-
ogy thereby came to develop a new method for describing conscious
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experience. It was this method which was adopted by Husserl’s fol-
lowers in France.

French phenomenology developed this method in a psychologi-
cal direction and sought to determine the specific differences
between different types of conscious acts and behaviour. This
method entailed the assumption that any activity or social phenom-
enon should be understood as something that appears within conscious
experience.

The generation of Foucault, Derrida and Deleuze attacked this
French existential and psychological school of phenomenology
under three headings. For them, existential phenomenology con-
sisted of a vocabulary, a method and an agenda. Its vocabulary was
centred on the terms ‘consciousness’, ‘existence’ and ‘subjectivity’.
Its method was to examine psychological phenomena, language
and art from the point of view of conscious, subjective experience.
Its agenda was what became known as humanism.®

They took issue with phenomenology on all of these levels. They
thought it would be necessary to forge an entirely new vocabulary
for philosophy, a vocabulary which would not refer to, or depend
on, a notion of subjective experience. This vocabulary would be
produced by new methods of philosophical enquiry, which would
be completely separate from introspection and psychological
description. Thereby philosophy would also become free of the
‘anthropocentric’ perspective and its humanist agenda. They sought
to attack humanism, i.e. an anthropocentric and individualistic per-
spective on the mind, on language, and reality as a whole, through
the analysis and construction of formal structures that would not
depend on the notion of such a subjective and individualistic point
of view.

A central term in the new vocabulary is derived from debates in
literary criticism at the time. It is the concept of the sign. This
concept came to stand for an entirely new approach to literature
and language - far beyond the relatively modest weight of the term
itself. The concept of the ‘sign’ is old and has been discussed by
many philosophers, but never as a concept designating a central
philosophical problem or concern.

The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure proposed a linguistic
theory based on the concept of the sign at the beginning of the
twentieth century. He used the concept of the sign as a strategic
term that would allow him to formulate a scientific theory of lan-
guage. He did so by isolating the ‘system’ of language (langue) from
the use of language within communication (parole), as he thought it
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was necessary for the demarcation of linguistics as a discipline to
identify a kind of meaning that would be completely internal to
language.

This internal meaning, which he calls ‘signification, is the rela-
tion between an acoustic image (signifier) and a conceptual meaning
(signified). The composition of signifier, signified and signification
is a sign. The sign in turn does not derive its power to signify from
its relation to anything outside of language such as an object it could
be used to refer to. The sign is invested with signification by stand-
ing in a differential relation to other signs within the language
system.

The anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss and the psychoanalyst
Jacques Lacan had started appropriating Saussure’s ideas during
the 1940s and 1950s. In the 1960s, their texts became influential in
many other human and social sciences in France and became a
shaping force in the cultural climate of the time.

The application of Saussure’s method led in two different but
related directions of research. On the one hand, it produced an
attempt to describe, within different fields of cultural practice, self-
enclosed formal systems that would then be seen as unconscious
rules governing that practice. This general trend is what became
known as ‘structuralism’. On the other hand, Saussure’s theory of
the sign produced the research programme known as ‘semiotics’.

The theory and research programme of semiotics aimed at study-
ing systems of communication, and, in particular, literature, accord-
ing to cultural invariants, such as recurrent narrative patterns.
These cultural invariants were seen to organize the narrative or
semantic possibilities of literary texts in the same way that the lan-
guage system, according to Saussure, defines the possibility of lan-
guage use for individual speakers.’

In the French cultural climate of the 1960s, the conjunction of
structuralism and semiotics seemed immensely promising. It
opened up the prospect of studying the whole range of cultural
practices according to unconscious formal rules. This appeared to
be at the same time both scientifically rigorous and in tune with
contemporary experimental writing, which also relied on formal
and abstract structures. If one could write novels that would not
have conscious experience at their core, but develop much more
abstract and formal patterns of description, such as was the case for
instance in the novels of Marguerite Duras and Alain Robbe-Grillet,
then this would have its parallel in the attempt by the human sci-
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ences to describe language, literature, cinema or the unconscious
without reference to individual conscious experience. There is thus
a point of convergence between science and experimental writing
originating in the notion that a formalist method of analysis, whether
practised in science or in literature, would make the humanist
concept of the subject superfluous and obsolete.

At this point of convergence one could further envisage the much
more drastic and general philosophical prospect of overcoming
humanism, i.e. of destroying the very notion of the human being
as a conscious centre of thought and action. This philosophical
anti-humanism was embraced by the generation of philosophers
who included Derrida, Foucault and Deleuze. It celebrated the
destruction of the subject with a paradoxical pathos of libera-
tion. To better understand this project of liberation, we have to look
more closely at the notion of the subject itself and its possible
‘critique’.

Post-structuralism and the Critique of the ‘Subject’

The philosophies of Foucault, Derrida and Deleuze, as well as theo-
ries of literature produced in the 1970s by Roland Barthes and
others, are sometimes referred to in the English-speaking world as
‘post-structuralism’. This term is both helpful and misleading. The
philosophers referred to are ‘post’-structuralist rather than struc-
turalist, because structuralism is a research programme aiming to
introduce standards of formal rigour into the human sciences and
this is not a primary concern of these thinkers. They are also ‘post’-
structuralist in a chronological sense. One can see in the works of
Foucault and Deleuze, for instance, a change in method and orienta-
tion occurring around 1970: in the wake of the ‘68 movement one
witnesses a move away from the preoccupation with formal systems
of books like Deleuze’s Proust and Signs (1964) and Foucault’s The
Order of Things (1966) towards political themes that become promi-
nent in works such as Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1975) and
Deleuze and Guattari's Anti-Oedipus (1972). A third meaning of
‘post’ in post-structuralism concerns the term ‘structure’ itself. This
term had already been questioned by both Deleuze and Derrida in
the 1960s, in quite similar ways, for implying a rationalistic and
metaphysical notion of order which they sought to question -
Derrida with the concept of ‘writing’, Deleuze with the concept of
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a ‘series’, both terms referring to processes or relations that cannot
be encapsulated within the notion of a closed ‘structure’®

At the same time, however, the term ‘post-structuralism’ is prob-
lematic because it overstates the similarities between these thinkers
and induces one to believe in a shared agenda, for instance, a project
of undermining positivism within the university or a shared idea
of what constitutes philosophy. However, these thinkers did not
form a post-structuralist ‘school’ based on shared principles or a
shared canon of texts that they would work from.

Thus, Foucault comes from the tradition of history of science and
religion (Canguilhem, Dumézil),” Derrida works within the horizon
of Heidegger’s philosophy and Deleuze continues the cosmological
and metaphysical tradition of the Stoics, Spinoza, Leibniz, Bergson
and Nietzsche.

The notion of a ‘critique of the subject’, which can be applied to
all three, is thus, first of all, defined by the concept of the subject
that they all attack. This concept of the subject is initially epistemo-
logical. It is the principle, common to Descartes and Kant, that the
truth of an idea or a judgement can be assessed through a process
of critical examination of the idea or judgement by the conscious
mind itself. Descartes and Kant thus locate epistemological ques-
tions within a space of self-reflection. This in turn defines the philoso-
phy of the subject as a particular kind of method. This method begins
in Descartes, is refined by Kant, and culminates in the phenomenol-
ogy of Husserl. All these thinkers propose methods of systematic —
and not merely psychological - self-reflection. The philosophy of
the subject thus consists in a series of methods: Cartesian analysis
of ideas, Kantian transcendental analysis of faculties, phenomeno-
logical analysis of acts of consciousness.

For Deleuze, this epistemological subject is historically depend-
ent on a wider moral and cultural notion of subjectivity which
evolved within Christianity and was analysed by Nietzsche. Accord-
ing to Nietzsche, in Deleuze’s interpretation, Christianity produced
a new kind of inner life based on the idea of moral self-evaluation,
the ascription of values to one’s own actions and the reflection upon
those values within a space of moral conscience. In French, it is the
same word ‘conscience’ which denotes what English refers to by the
two words ‘consciousness’ and ‘conscience’. In the Christian subject,
consciousness and conscience form a strong alliance, setting up
within each mind a moral judge scrutinizing its own thoughts and
actions.”” Next to the technical, epistemological definition of the
subject, and the broad cultural and moral definition of subjectivity
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in Christianity, the term has a third context of significance, which
is the rationalist philosophy of the Enlightenment.

In the philosophy of the Enlightenment, the ability of human
beings to develop reason, self-reflection and self-conscious respon-
sibility both as individuals and in their political communities was
seen as a means of overcoming the burdens of ignorance and social
injustice. The Enlightenment subjects are autonomous, morally and
politically responsible individuals who shape their own lives, as
opposed to being governed by custom and authority. The Enlight-
enment subject is thus understood as the condition for a certain
kind of historical progress, namely the progress of reason and
justice, generated by critical rational subjects scrutinizing inherited
social and cultural norms. The ‘attack on the subject’, therefore
immediately concerns the entire Cartesian, Kantian and phenome-
nological programme of self-reflection, the Christian morality of
self-scrutiny and the Enlightenment programme of critical rational-
ism and the belief in political progress.

Of these three dimensions of the concept of the subject, it is the
programme of enlightened rationalism that French philosophers of
Deleuze’s generation opposed most directly. This hostility origi-
nates in previous generations of philosophy, and especially it has
roots in the thought of Friedrich Nietzsche, Georges Bataille and
Maurice Blanchot, three thinkers who exercised a strong influence
on French philosophers in the 1960s.

Nietzsche and Bataille share a perspective on human life that is
completely different from that of the philosophy of the subject, with
its belief in the central role of human consciousness and its ties to
the programme of the Enlightenment. The perspective presented by
Nietzsche and Bataille is neither based on an analysis of conscious-
ness, nor wedded to the Enlightenment notion of scientific and cul-
tural progress. It is a perspective that consists of examining culture,
psychology, science and politics from outside the perspective that
emerges from conscious experience, individual action and the tem-
poral horizon of individual lives. Thus, for Nietzsche, the human
being is a certain kind of animal conditioned by cultural and his-
torical forces. For Bataille, the life of modern bourgeois society
masks a level of deeper spiritual and sexual energy that, ultimately,
constitutes the ground of society.

Nietzsche and Bataille share two premises in particular which
make them different from philosophers of the Enlightenment. They
see the contemporary age of science and democracy within a very
long-term historical perspective that seems to relativize the merits
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of science and democracy. Second, they do not see the achievements
of this contemporary rationalistic and democratic society as positive
achievements. Rather, they problematize the present, modern age,
suggesting that modern subjectivity and rationality have come to
dominate our inner worlds and our political culture by covering up
a more direct experience of existence, of vital energy, of sexuality
or of death, experiences that would have been enacted in Greek
tragedy or in certain forms of ritual. These experiences of excess or
of loss of self and individual identity are suppressed in modern
society since they would undermine the rational self-conscious
subject if it were to be subjected to them." Thus, both Nietzsche and
Bataille suggest that something has got lost in the processes of
Enlightenment and modernization. What Nietzsche calls ‘tragedy’
and Bataille refers to as the ‘inner life’ are modes of experiencing
the world which are not hedged in by rationality in any form,
whether moral, political or scientific. This notion that there is a
dimension of existence that is essential to us, but which we have
nevertheless covered up or lost touch with, and which we therefore
need to reclaim, is adopted by both Foucault and Deleuze. This
existential dimension, however, is not to be thought of in the terms
of ‘existential’ philosophy within the categories of subjectivity such
as anxiety, freedom of choice. Rather, it should be possible to recover
this existential dimension without referring to a self-conscious
subject.

There are for Deleuze and Foucault two areas where this other
existential dimension is expressed: sexuality and modern literature
- and often one in conjunction with the other. Foucault devoted
an important section of The Order of Things to the works of the
Marquis de Sade, whereas Deleuze wrote two long essays on erotic
literature, one on Sacher Masoch and one on Pierre Klossowski. In
their conception of literature and sexuality as opening up a special
kind of experience, Foucault and Deleuze are again influenced by
Bataille who created the notion that sexuality is a stage on which
the subject is potentially displaced from itself, loses its bearings, and
thereby gains access to a different openness to the world. However,
the movement beyond modern rationality in literature is not con-
fined to the expression or enactment of sexuality. Thus, another
French thinker, Maurice Blanchot, believed this loss of subjectivity
to be the substance of literature itself. He thought that literature
defines a space outside of morality, reason and subjective self-
mastery."? The literary text enacts a movement away from rational
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and lucid existence towards what he calls the neutral (‘le neutre’).
The neutral is a mode of being that is not organized by rational
divisions and distinctions. This concept of the neutral became very
important to Deleuze as he developed his own version of this
concept in The Logic of Sense.

Foucault and Deleuze each formulate their own ideas of freedom
by continuing the tradition of Bataille with his notion of inner life
as a loss of self, and of Blanchot, with his concept of the neutral as
a sphere of indistinction or indifferentiation. Foucault calls this
freedom the space of the outside - outside meaning the outside of what
we can rationally master. Deleuze and Guattari have many names
for this freedom but the two most important are ‘schizophrenia’ and
the ‘line of flight' In Anti-Oedipus, schizophrenia is presented as
one such mode of being ‘outside’ the rational system of differentia-
tion. In A Thousand Plateaus, they define freedom as a ‘line of flight’
that would begin within well-defined social groups and behaviour
but then take off in an unknown direction, moving towards as yet
unmapped territories, outside of conscious planning and previously
known values.

The main critical thrust of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy can
thus be framed within the search for an Other perspective, beyond
the anthropocentric horizon of thought that we derive from ordi-
nary experience. They seek to provide a perspective on human life
and political reality which does not put the human being or its
conscious mental activity at the centre of that reality. This consti-
tutes an ‘Other’ perspective that requires a speculative leap, a move
within thought beyond experience, and hence a very abstract view-
point on human life. One critical question for Deleuze in this context
is how the search for another subject than the subject of conscious-
ness, and the description of creative development that is not depend-
ent on consciousness relates to the problem of freedom.

The English word ‘freedom’ and the French word ‘liberté’ do not
imply any notion of unconscious layers of experience. Political
freedom is evident and visible in its absence as much as when it is
fought for. The legal and moral concept of freedom contained in the
notions of individual responsibility refers to relations between
agents and their acts within an observable social world. Someone
is responsible for an action if the action can be uniquely correlated
with that person as its cause. Underlying these political and legal
notions of freedom there is, however, the more intractable meta-
physical question concerning conscious autonomy or the ‘freedom
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of the will”: is it possible for an action ever to be the direct conse-
quence of a conscious decision?

Deleuze’s philosophy does not address any of these political,
moral or metaphysical issues concerning freedom, but the concept
of becoming as a creative line of flight entails a problem, if not a
well-defined concept, of freedom. We will touch upon this problem
of freedom at different points in the following discussion.
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Immanence and Subjectivity

Immanence and Representatio..

The two central concepts in Deleuze’s philosophy, according to the
interpretation that I propose in this book, are ‘immanence’ and
‘representation’. These terms are, we might say, strategic terms and
building blocks in Deleuze’s thinking.

Immanence designates what is desirable for philosophy, a task
and a goal. Immanence is thus, first of all, a way of thinking. What
it is to think immanently is, however, easier to define negatively
than positively. It is not to think from the point of view of a tran-
scendent God - in the history of philosophy, the term ‘immanence’
is used to describe metaphysical systems such as that of Spinoza, in
which God is identical with and thus internal to or ‘immanent
within’ reality. However, in relation to this classical notion of imma-
nence as opposed to transcendence, Deleuze formalizes the term so
that it comes to mean any manner of thinking that dispenses with an
external or transcendent viewpoint. In different contexts, this has dif-
ferent implications.

For the ontology of the mind, immanence means that the mind is
part of reality and unfolds as an activity within the force field of
reality as a whole. There can be no subject situated outside of the
natural system of causes (in the manner, for instance, of Kant’s ‘tran-
scendental subject’ of experience). In its appropriation of Nietzsche
and Bergson, the philosophy of Deleuze will seek to define a subject
of concrete temporal processes, or becoming (Bergson) and a subject
of active affect and self-affirmation (Nietzsche).
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For epistemology, or the examination of what it is to think well
and of how thought relates to its objects, the concept of immanence
entails the view that thought develops as a process alongside the
reality that it seeks to grasp: thought is not like a picture of a world
of objects, but the unfolding of different kinds of reality within the
reality of thought.

The problem of how we should live the concept of immanence
leads to an opposition between ethics and morality: Deleuze’s ethics,
inherited from Spinoza, is concerned with the affirmation and lib-
eration of one’s active i.e. joyous affects and with the acquisition of
a perspective of one’s life from the point of view of destiny that
consists in seeing one’s life as an immanent and inevitable varia-
tion of forces. Morality, on the other hand, consists of a system of
judgement geared towards an evaluation of actions. According to
Deleuzian ethics, such a system of moral judgement represents
action in isolation from the system of forces that they express.

In this book we will follow the interconnections between these
three strands: the ontology or description of reality as a self-gener-
ating system; epistemology - that is, the discussion of how thought
arises within reality and how, in turn, it can and should articulate
reality through concepts; and, finally, ethics — the contemplation of
our own place in reality as individual beings existing in time.

From this principle of immanence Deleuze further derives a cri-
tique of humanism or the anthropocentric perspective. Thought and
language are approached from a cosmological perspective in which
human life appears as a relatively limited process unfolding among
much larger processes that it will never fully be able to master intel-
lectually. This cosmological and anti-humanist perspective is then
opposed to an anthropocentric conception of thought, which he
calls ‘representation’. Within representation, intellectual activity is
at the service of common sense and ordinary conscious experience.
The main proponents of this common-sense conception of thought,
according to Deleuze, are Aristotle, Descartes and Kant. They have
different notions of what experience and thinking consist of, but
they all seek to limit the speculative ambitions of thought by refer-
ring to shared conscious experience and common sense.

The term ‘representation’ used in this critical way has its origin
in German philosophy, in the Idealist philosophy of Hegel and in
Heidegger’s philosophy of being. In his critique of Kant, Hegel
accused him of conceiving of logical categories in a formal and
abstract way, thus separating them from their actuality in the life
of thought. He also accuses him of relying on a limited concept of
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logic (the logic of understanding or Verstand) confined within the
subject-predicate model inherited from Aristotle and which cannot
grasp the life of thought as reason (Vernunft).!

According to Heidegger, the tradition of philosophy has repeat-
edly masked the truth of being by identifying being with a particu-
lar kind of being, namely the being of the physical ‘object’ that is
present before the mind. This has produced an objectifying and
theoretical concept of reality, manifest both in the subject-predicate
logic of Aristotle and in Descartes’ mathematical theory of physical
nature.

Hegel and Heidegger thus both oppose a philosophical grasp of
reality - the life of thought as reason, being as it would disclose
itself outside of a scientific objectification - to a limited and limiting
form of thought that, as it were, interposes itself between us and
the world in the manner of a filter. This is equally Deleuze’s notion
of representation.

Let us now look at the most important passage where Deleuze
defines representation. There he connects two themes: the notion of
an indirect or ‘mediated’ grasp of reality and the notion of a classi-
fication and identification of objects by the use of the instruments
of logic as these were defined by Aristotle. Deleuze defines repre-
sentation with regard to the most basic relationship between exist-
ing things, the relation of difference in order to make the distinction
between a direct grasp of difference, i.e. a grasp of difference as
such, and a mediated representation of difference in terms of a
logical grid of classification.

What is at stake in this question of philosophical method is the
ontological problem of what constitutes the most fundamental char-
acter of being. If ‘to be’ is to be a ‘thing’, belonging to a certain kind
or species of things, then for something to acquire reality is to
be determined as belonging within such a classification. In other
words, if reality is divided up into definable things which stand in
an ordered relations to one another, then there is a strict mirror
relationship between, on the one hand, the order that we may
impose on the world through classification and comparison between
things and, on the other, the actual order that exists in the world.
This mirror relation is characterized in the vocabulary of ontology
by the term ‘determination”: the thing is determined as being what it
is through the same relations that we identify when we determine
what the thing is, in thought. Due to this mirror relationship, the
concept of determination is the key to understanding the philo-
sophical tradition of representation. Representation, in its original
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Aristotelian form, presupposes a mirror relationship between
thought, language and world, centred on the concept of the indi-
vidual physical thing. Determination corresponds to this model. It
characterizes a process of applying concepts to objects as these
objects are represented in thought.

In themselves, these concepts are merely abstract and general,
that is, they are indeterminate, as they do not yet refer to a particular
object. The thing that is to be determined is only determined when
it is identified as belonging to a particular species. This species in
turn is situated within a classificatory system, a hierarchy of kinds
or genera, going from the most general to the most specific. A dog,
for instance, is a dog of a certain race, then it is a member of the
species ‘dogs’; the species of dogs is itself part of the genus of
mammals, which is part of the genus of animals, which is part of
the genus of living beings until one reaches the point of the most
general genera or determinables. The definition of the individual
thing, once it has been assigned to a species, requires us to list its
essential and defining properties. These properties are the determi-
nations of the thing. The thing that is defined through this move-
ment of identification, classification and definition has now been
completely determined.

The movement from the indeterminate concept via the determin-
able general kinds through the determining properties to the deter-
mined object is a movement which serves to identify, to fixate and
to situate all at once, so that the specificity of the thing, its difference
from others, is entirely rational and intelligible in terms of a larger
scheme of classification of the world and in terms of the relations
between the various parts of that system. This classificatory and
determinative system of thought at the same time opens a set of
relations within thought between different parts of the classifica-
tory system. These formal relations form the basic objects of rational
thought.

These basic rational relations are ‘identity’ (given by the concept
that defines a kind of thing), ‘analogy’ (relations between the most
general abstract terms), ‘opposition’ (the mutually excluding proper-
ties that define the border between two species of the same genus),
and ‘resemblance’ (the observable likeness of individual objects
belonging to the same kind).

Let us now look at the dense passage from Difference and
Repetition where Deleuze summarizes the process of determina-
tion and the system of representation of difference that it corre-
sponds to:
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There are four principal aspects to ‘reason’ in so far as it is the
medium of representation: identity, in the form of the undetermined
concept; analogy, in the relation between ultimate determinable con-
cepts; opposition, in the relation between determinations within the
concept; resemblance, in the determined object of the concept itself.
These forms are like the four heads or the four shackles of mediation.
‘Difference’ is ‘mediated’ to the extent that it is subjected to the four-
fold root of identity, opposition, analogy and resemblance.?

In order to escape this Aristotelian model of mediation and deter-
mination through classification, philosophical thought has to move
along a completely different route where the mental act of identify-
ing objects and making judgements about them are not seen to be
the prototypical operations of the mind. Deleuze’s philosophy is
both the theorization and the demonstration of this alternative tra-
jectory of philosophy.

This alternative route involves questioning the notion of ‘inten-
tionality’ or directedness that is implicit in the notion of ‘judge-
ment’, the notion that thought always requires and is correlated
with determinate objects. For Deleuze, philosophical thought should
be understood from the inside of this thought itself as a relation
to objects that are themselves constructed or ‘developed’ within
thought. Deleuze calls these thought-internal objects ‘problems”.
The problem is an object that can only be thought and can never be
given in perception. This mode of thinking thus acquires a high
level of abstraction. This is one of the most central claims made by
Deleuze.

For Deleuze, the way of out of the limitations imposed by subject-
predicate logic thus does not reside in some kind of intuition or
feeling but, on the contrary, in an exacerbated form of abstraction,
a state where thought has become more formal, more abstract than
the subject-predicate model itself. For only then is it possible to
articulate relations of difference directly without having to rely on
representational structures of classification. This strong emphasis
on abstraction moves Deleuze close to the metaphysical Idealism
of Plato.

Platonism and Anti-Platonism

Deleuze’s aspiration to conquer a completely abstract perspective
on reality moves his philosophy within the orbit of Plato’s meta-
physical Idealism. For Plato also sought to establish a perspective
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on thought and reality that would not be derived from experience.
At the same time, Deleuze will define himself in direct opposition
to Plato. For it is as if Plato for Deleuze is the chosen enemy, the
perfect negative mirror, and that measuring himself with Platonism
allows him also to find a route out of subjectivity and conscious
experience.

For the concept of immanence is formulated not only in opposition
to the representational mode of grasping reality but also in relation
to what we may call ‘Platonism’. Deleuze often refers to Platonic
doctrines as a counter-point to his own philosophy, but he also
recognizes that the relationship to what he thereby rejects is ambiv-
alent: ‘The task of modern philosophy has been defined: to overturn
Platonism. That this overturning should conserve many Platonic
characteristics is not only inevitable but desirable.® The Platonic
traits that Deleuze may himself repeat stem from his attempt
to reach a level of abstraction from which to describe reality
independently of representation. For representation is not just a
logical process of classification, it is also couched within sense
experience.

Representation contains the belief that sense experience exhibits
its own logical structure.! It is this perceived necessary connection
between logical thought and sense experience — sometimes referred
to by Deleuze as the harmony of the mental faculties in Kant - that
makes representation into a self-limitation of thought. The aim of
philosophy is, therefore, as we saw earlier, to achieve an ‘Other’,
more abstract perspective on reality than the one we naturally
and spontaneously have when we extrapolate from our own
experience.

The belief in abstraction also corresponds to the structuralist and
semiotic movement of the time, but Deleuze’s approach to abstrac-
tion is entirely different from that of Lévi-Strauss or Foucault, for
instance. Deleuze is concerned to identify the formal principles that
account for the genesis of reality but these principles are taken to
be internal to reality. This is a much more metaphysical programme
than that of any of Deleuze’s contemporary structuralist or post-
structuralist philosophers - and it is this metaphysics that brings
Deleuze’s philosophy close to the Platonic tradition.

For Platonism does not imply or promote the self-limitation of
thought produced in ‘representation’. It is a speculative philosophy
that does not take sense experience to be a measure of truth - and
Deleuze too is a speculative philosopher. Thus, Deleuze, like Plato,
attempts to provide, with the instruments of thinking alone, an
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account of reality that differs markedly from what we would think
reality is if we trust sense experience and ordinary language use.
But the nature of this speculative account at the same time differs
sharply from Plato’s rationalistic Idealism.

To Plato, reality, or what counts as real, is always what can be
known. Knowledge is the possession in the mind of an ideal struc-
ture that perfectly matches reality. If thought can produce an ade-
quate description of reality, it is therefore only because reality
already has been defined as having a stable, knowable form that
lends itself to such a philosophical description. This opens up a
question of what reality must be in order to fit this ideal description.
This proble'n was addressed by Plato in his dialogue Parmenides.
There he raises the question of whether a philosophical description
of reality, a description which would be based on the knowledge of
a set of ideal and eternal forms, would comprise everything that we
encounter in experience or only part of what we experience as
making up the material world:

And what about these, Socrates — they would really seem ridiculous:
hair and mud and dirt, for example, or anything else which is utterly
worthless and trivial. Are you perplexed whether or not one should
say that there is a separate form for each of these too, a form that
again is other than the sorts of things our hands touch?®

Countering this obstacle, Plato argues that reality in itself is an
abstract intelligible structure distinct from the material world we
encounter in experience. He infers from this notion of an intelligible
structure that reality in itself must be static, since what is changing
does not conform to any single description. Ideal realities can, by
contrast, be known perfectly since they are not changeable. The
starting point for Deleuze’s theory of being and thought is the affir-
mation of the opposite pole of Plato’s dilemma: not ‘what must
reality be to be knowable?’ but ‘what must thought be, if reality is
in constant flux and consists primarily of processes?’

If we consider Deleuze’s philosophy as a whole, we may say that
Deleuze uses three basic terms to describe reality, ontological con-
cepts which determine what it means to be. These terms are differ-
ence, multiplicity and becoming. Each of these terms is defined in
opposition to Plato as they designate different kinds of opposites to
the perfect and ideal identity of the Platonic forms. Difference is
the primary trait of anything that is, in so far as any real existing
being must be something new - and therefore different in relation
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to anything that existed before it came into being. Difference is
therefore prior to identity, which is merely a function of how we
name reality and represent it, by defining marks of identification
and differentiation. Difference is not dependent on these marks of
distinction as it is a feature of reality and not of our grasp of reality
in thought.

The concept of multiplicity is for Deleuze primary in relation to
unity because Deleuze argues that unity can only come into being
from what was at first dispersed as a multiplicity. Finally, the notion
of becoming is primary in relation to that of stasis since becoming is
the actual character of reality as an interaction between the pro-
cesses that reality consists of, whereas stasis is the character only of
objects within some form of representation or ideal model.

This philosophical route via a critique of Plato opens for Deleuze
a programme of speculative anti-Platonism, a metaphysics of the
world as it is, in its diversity and transience. This, then, is also
immanence: the requirement to account philosophically for the
world as it is and not as it ought to be according to a Rational Ideal.
At the same time of course, this account has to be philosophical;
it cannot, if it is to be a critique of representation as well as of
Platonism, use the categories we anyway use in experience.

Life of the Mind: Subject, Object, Affect

During the 1950s and early 1960s, Deleuze wrote four interrelated
monographs in the history of philosophy devoted to Hume, Bergson,
Nietzsche and Kant. Through these studies Deleuze develops a
conception of the life of the mind as affect and activity. The mind
is a bundle of affects because it is constantly affected by its envi-
ronment. It is an activity, on the other hand, which is not limited
in scope to this arena of interaction: we can think more than what
we experience. These studies thus also trace a philosophical route
between an empiricist conception of the mind as being essentially
passive and a spiritualist conception of the mind as producing its
own original kind of activity. The development of this philosophy
of mind is embedded in a sustained critique of Kant’s philosophy
of knowledge or ‘critique of reason’.

Kant’s critical philosophy of reason is an analysis of what we may
justifiably or legitimately know, what, in other words, we as ratio-
nal; beings may claim to know about reality. As we as human beings
exist in time and space and perceive the world through our senses,
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we are constrained to know the world in a sensory way, as a phe-
nomenal world, a world that appears to us in sense experience - this,
according to Kant, had not been sufficiently noted by rationalist
philosophers like Leibniz. Yet we are not simply passive in receiv-
ing sensory impressions from things around us - this notion of
passive impressions had been the basis for the empiricist theories
of knowledge proposed by Locke and Hume. We are not passive
since we order and rationally organize these impressions by apply-
ing categories and concepts to them. It follows from this, according
to Kant, that experience is inherently rational.

Kant believes experience to be fundamentally different from a
me:e exposure to phenomenal reality: in order for things to at all
appear as things, ie. as identifiable, separable, countable, distin-
guishable objects, they have first to be identified, separated, counted
and distinguished by us. Experience does not present us with things
which we then, subsequently, reason about. The things that we
perceive are only perceivable by us as the things they appear to be
because we organize sensory impressions in a certain way, by
applying categories of number, unity etc. to them as ordering rules.
Thus, experience does not just consist of impressions. Experience is
the field of intellectual and sensory activity where separate sense
impressions acquire the structure that we think of as a world made
up of objects. It is in this sense that experience is inherently rational.
According to Kant, we cannot conceive of an experience that is not
rationally ordered in this way.

The ultimate expression of this rationality within experience is
self-consciousness, which for Kant is the guarantee of the unity of
experience, the most basic justification for saying that our ordering
concepts are applicable to sense impressions. Deleuze’s books on
Hume, Bergson and Nietzsche each attack a particular dimension
of this Kantian philosophy of rational, self-conscious experience.

Deleuze’s early book on Hume announces the two concerns that
will guide his thought during the 1950s and 1960s. The first of these
problems regards the concept of the subject, the second regards the
role of affects in the life of the mind. These two problems are related
in a conception of the human mind as essentially passive, as a place
where affects take place rather than a centre of self-consciousness
and rationality.

The mind receives impressions and forms out of these impres-
sions - or simple ideas ~ composite ideas. For this to be possible, the
mind needs to apply to its simple ideas a structuring force. This
structuring force consists for Hume in rules of association. For
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Hume, these rules of association do not in themselves imply a ratio-
nal activity. He studies the workings of the mind but he does not
thereby seek to justify the beliefs that the mind produces. Unlike
Kant, Hume does not claim that the task of philosophy is to show
that experience embodies rational principles, but, on the contrary,
to unmask what we hold to be rational principles as being mere
conventions or mental habits. The mind comes to have certain
beliefs because it is affected in a regular, habitual way, but it cannot
invoke any universal rational principles to justify these beliefs, for
the principles it would be able to invoke would themselves be
derived from these mental habits.

Deleuze thus contrasts the Kantian concept of categories as ratio-
nal rules leading to a justification of knowledge claims to Hume's
quasi-mechanical principles of association generating composite
ideas out of simple impressions but without leading to any justifica-
tion of these ideas.

For Deleuze, Hume thereby proposes a concept of the subject that
is entirely different from the Kantian rational and self-conscious
unity of experience. The Humean subject is defined by a capacity
to believe more than it is justified to believe on the basis of past
sense experience. When we believe that the sun will rise again
tomorrow, we don't actually know that it will, but we infer by induc-
tion from past experience that it will. In affirming that the sun will
rise tomorrow, the mind goes beyond what it knows from the
impressions it has received; it affirms something for which there is
no direct perceptual evidence, no root in sense impressions.

For Kant, the subject is a rational and self-conscious unity of
experience, serving as the ultimate justification of experience and
empirical knowledge. The Humean subject, by contrast, does not
serve to justify knowledge, since it is itself the result of an act of
belief transcending knowledge. Through Hume, Deleuze is thus
able to oppose the Kantian rational subject to a subject that emerges
spontaneously from its own unjustifiable activity. This notion of a
subject that is internal to its own activity rather than a principle of
justification will be a thread running through all of Deleuze’s phi-
losophy. In particular, it is given expression in Anti-Oedipus with
the concept of a nomadic subject that is also conceived as being
inseparable from its own activity within the psyche.

With his work on the nineteenth-century philosopher Henri
Bergson, Deleuze is able to develop a different, spiritualist account
of mental activity and through this spiritualist philosophy to pre-
sent another angle of attack on Kant. The spiritualist premise of
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Bergson'’s philosophy involves the principle that mental activity is
real, has a definite place within reality, and that it possesses an
intrinsic unity that springs from its own unfolding as activity. In
his first treatise, Time and Free Will (Essai sur les données immédiates
de la conscience), Bergson explores how this spiritual reality of the
mind appears to us within conscious experience. His second book,
Matter and Memory, examines the relationship within conscious
experience between perception and memory.

Deleuze finds in Bergson’s philosophy a method of analysing
the mind that is opposed to and challenges Kant’s transcendental
philosophy of cognitive faculties. For Kant, the cooperation of the
faculties of reason, understanding, sensibility and imagination are
necessary requirements for empirical knowledge. The transcenden-
tal method which seeks to determine the necessary requirements
of knowledge does not study these faculties as actual or real psy-
chological-spiritual activities, but as logical or formal presupposi-
tions. Bergson, by contrast, examines the life of the mind as a reality,
as a composite of distinct but intermingled activities. Thus, Bergson
claims that within our normal experience the acts of perception and
memory are always mixed but that in themselves, according to their
own intrinsic natures as mental activities, they are clearly distinct
and do not overlap. This means that conscious experience is a wholly
inadequate source for understanding the components of experience.
In other words, experience is not self-elucidating, we do not arrive
at an understanding of experience by examining experience, but
only by acquiring a rigorous method for separating mental acts
from each other according to their own intrinsic natures. This
method depends on a distinction between what is given in experi-
ence which Deleuze calls actuality, and the real natures of mental
acts which are not given as such in actuality. These real natures
only exist virtually.

The virtual existence of these natures is nevertheless real rather
than a mere formal or logical presupposition of experience, but their
reality is of a somewhat special kind. They inhabit a realm of exis-
tence which lies outside of the reality that we normally experience
but this other reality at the same time conditions all the experience
that we have since actual experience is a composite of the virtual
natural natures of perception and memory.

According to Kant, we perceive physical nature within the bounds
of space and time, and ourselves, our own inner states, in time only.
Our inner states are thus phenomena just as much as physical
nature appears as a series of phenomena. Neither the phenomena
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of ‘outer sense’ nor the phenomena of ‘inner sense’ can ever be
perceived by us ‘in themselves), i.e. independently of their condi-
tions of appearance, as stretched out in time or as stretched out in
time and space. We assume that our impressions are, in some sense,
caused by external objects, but this causality falls outside of what
we can rationally perceive and experience. In experience we can
apply the concept of cause, at least the concept of a direct physical
cause used in the science of physics, only to a succession of phe-
nomena appearing in space. We are thus unable, within the bounds
of experience, to understand our mental activity as real (the mind
as spiritual substance or soul) and as causally related to the world
around us or to the world as a whole.

This question of how to establish a causal connection between
the life of the mind and the world around us is taken up by Nietzsche
and reformulated. For Nietzsche, the mind is like a theatre of forces,
a stage on which vital energies appear in various disguises, playing
a variety of moral, psychological and cultural roles. The mind thus
forms part of cultural history, not just of individual psychology. The
ideas, emotions and turns of argument that occupy the individual
mind do not belong to that individual mind alone, but are just
played out there, staged by each individual in his or her own way,
but having their origin elsewhere, within the cultural history of
which the individual is part.

According to Deleuze, Nietzsche’s method of cultural historical
analysis of psychological and moral phenomena is grounded in a
particular ontology of force. This notion of force is ambiguous, since
it is not just a physical or mechanical quantity, but a quasi-spiritual
energy expressed as signification. If the mind is a theatre, it is because
forces that run through the individual and forces influencing the
individual from the outside find expression in the mind as signs.
Nietzsche thus develops a theory of signs or semiology and this
semiology is based in a general cosmological theory of force. The
mind is part of the world because the mind, like the world, is a
system of forces.

This theory of force is further grounded in an ontological theory
that Nietzsche defines by the terms ‘will to power’ and ‘the eternal
recurrence of the same’. Will to power is a reflexive and dynamic
structure of force, a force that seeks its own growth. The eternal
recurrence designates a cyclical point of view on the world located
outside of the temporal span of individual lives and of family
history, even outside of national cultural history.

Deleuze’s interpretation of Nietzsche is based on a reconstruction
of the ontology that is implied by these two terms. This reading
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allows Deleuze to introduce a problem that is opposed to Kantian
philosophy at a much deeper level than that of Humean empiricism
and Bergsonian spiritualism. This deeper level is that of a new
genetic ontology and epistemology that Deleuze attributes to
Nietzsche.

This genetic philosophy opposes the representational system of
judgement both in its Aristotelian form and in its more sophisti-
cated Kantian version, that is, the belief that our minds relate to the
world by identifying objects and determining through judgement
and by the use of logical criteria how each thing is different from
and related to other things.

This genetic system of thought deduces the possibility of differ-
ences between forces from an ontological process that is prior to our
knowledge and description of the world that we experience. This
ontological process engenders difference out of itself without imply-
ing any structure that we could represent. Thus, the ontological
process produces difference in a way that is alien to the way we
identify difference within the system of judgement.

This ontology is articulated through the concepts of will to power
and the eternal recurrence. Will to power is a first principle of
difference. It is expressed as a principle for relating forces to
one another, that is, through a process of selection, with a view to
growth. In selecting one force over another, will to power does not
obey criteria of choice or distinction. The selection is a self-defining
process. Will to power is not a subject of this process. Will to power
expresses itself as selection, and does not stand outside of selection
as a judge or a subject. Eternal recurrence is a cosmological cycle
of variation in which a stock of invariants are recycled, selected
and combined in different combinations through history, thus
engendering superficially different historical epochs and indivi-
dual lives.

If, instead of judgement, the genetic principle of difference is the
starting point for epistemology, then there is no assumption, as
there is in the representational system of judgement, of a homoge-
nous field of differences in which each difference can be exactly
determined according to logical criteria.

Nietzsche has his own, genealogical, account of how we move
from an affirmation of ourselves as will to power to a self-limitation
of our thought within a homogenous field of representation. This
genealogy opposes the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus to the
figure of Socrates. Heraclitus conceives of the mind as a participation
in reality: what takes place in the mind is not of a fundamentally
different nature from that which takes place in physical nature, as
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both the mind and the world are part of the same process of ongo-
ing cosmic change. My life may seem very short in comparison to
the mountain that I see at a distance, but it is the same fire that
burns in both, in me and in the mountain, and which constitutes
their being.

Heraclitus says:

This (world-)order (the same for all) did none of gods or men make,
but it always was and is and shall be: an everlasting fire, kindling in
measures and going out in measures.

For souls it is death to become water.®

Socrates, on the other hand, opposes thought to the world. Seeking
to determine within thought essential moral properties such as
courage in itself, wisdom in itself, etc., Socrates creates a space for
the mind outside of any such all-encompassing process that would
include both the world and our thoughts within it. This space con-
sists of a position of judgement and evaluation, of comparing indi-
vidual ‘cases’ or ‘examples’ to each other according to a common
definition.

This Socratic conception of thought as judgement brings us back
to Kant. For Kant is seen by Deleuze as the culmination of the phi-
losophy of judgement within a philosophy of self-conscious subjec-
tivity. In his study on Kant, Deleuze pays particular attention to the
internal structure of judgement in Kant’s philosophy. It is the
outcome of our synthesis of sense impressions through the applica-
tion of categories that we are able to identify and to recognize indi-
vidual objects. Deleuze expresses this feature of judgement in the
following way: “That which constitutes knowledge is not simply the
act by which the manifold is synthesized, but the act by which
the represented manifold is related to an object (recognition: this is
a table, this is an apple, this is such and such an object).” Deleuze
thus identifies a problem of reference in Kant: how is it that the
series of impressions that I have can be made to refer to an identifi-
able individual object? He then argues that, for Kant, it is not just
the synthesis of impressions with the aid of categories that estab-
lishes this reference to a specific individual, but that it depends on
the mirror relation that Kant establishes between the unity of con-
sciousness (apperception) and the unity of the object, considered as
a general form of judgement, i.e. the object-form as a correlate of
judgement. This mirror relation is the most complete version of rep-
resentational thought. It contains a number of different principles:
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1 Thought relates primarily to that which it can recognize as
having the form of an individual object.

2 The object-form precedes any distinction between kinds of
objects and is thus a mark of the homogeneity of the field of
experience.

3 The unity of the object is inseparable from the unity of the self-
conscious awareness of the unity of consciousness.

This representational model creates a strong correlation between
the subject (self-conscious unity of experience) and object (the form
of the object of judgement in general). It is this correlation between
subject and object that most particularly characterizes the problem
of the subject for Deleuze. His attempt at elaborating an alternative
subject thus involves the task of separating the subjective and the
objective poles of experience in order to relate them again at an
ontological level that lies outside of conscious experience.

Now, regarding the Heraclitean model of thought presented in
the Nietzsche book, of thought as participation in cosmic energy,
this model offers a first, rudimentary version of such a split: the
activity of thought is not evaluated by its content or what it is about,
but by the forces that are active in it. Its relation to the world is
therefore not a relation of intentionality, but a relation of participa-
tion in which the same forces that structure the world are active
on the stage of consciousness. It will be an aim realized only in
A Thousand Plateaus to account for the relationship between thought
and reality in this way, such that thought is not defined by its
objects, but by its interaction with forces around it.

Spinoza and the Principle of Immanence

Spinoza is perhaps the most important of Deleuze’s interlocutors. It
is through his study on Spinoza that Deleuze develops the principle
of immanence that will define the parameters of the social theory
he develops with Félix Guattari in Anti-Oedipus. In Spinoza, Deleuze
also finds a critique of the philosophy of the subject as presented
by Spinoza’s contemporary, Descartes.

In his long treatise on Spinoza called Spinoza and the Problem of
Expression, Deleuze primarily seeks to interpret the basic meta-
physical structure of Spinoza’s philosophy before showing the
implications of this structure for an account of philosophical thought
itself. Parallel to this conception of thought, Deleuze analyses
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Spinoza’s critique of the Cartesian philosophy of the subject, that is
the philosophical method that consists in taking self-consciousness
as a starting point for philosophy.

The problems that Deleuze addresses in his analysis of Spinoza’s
system thus concern, on one hand, the nature of philosophical
thought and, on the other, the structure of being. To be is for Spinoza
to belong to nature. The nature to which anything that is has to
belong is a divine infinite substance. To belong to this substance
means to be produced or generated by and within it. Substance itself
is divine because it is a cause of itself; it is, in other words, self-
generating. It is important for Deleuze that it is the same structure
of being that governs both substance (which is infinite) and any-
thing that is produced by substance (which is finite). Thus, the dis-
tinctionbetween what s finite and what is infinite does not introduce
a break or a discontinuity within being.

This sameness in the meaning of the term ‘being’ which is called
its ‘univocity’ is a defining feature of Spinoza’s principle of imma-
nence. Univocity means that nothing, not even God, exists in a
reality that would lie beyond the reality of the world, as a separate
transcendent realm that we could only think about and refer to in
indirect or symbolic terms. This attempt to avoid any transcendent
or symbolic language becomes important later on, in Deleuze and
Guattari’s discussion of the writer Franz Kafka, who has often been
read as employing a symbolic mode of writing or as writing towards
an absent God. They argue in their essay Kafka: Toward a Minor
Literature that everything in Kafka's texts is immanent, that noth-
ing takes place on a different, transcendent plane of reality. The
materialist theory of desire that is presented in Anti-Oedipus is like-
wise presented as an immanent, univocal structure, harbouring no
secrets beyond its mode of functioning,

Spinoza’s divine substance is also characterized by its way of
functioning. Divine substance is characterized by producing an
infinity of finite ‘modes’. The human body and the human mind
and all their activities are parts of this substance as modes — and
they are parts in the particular sense of being produced by sub-
stance. The modes that a human being consists of exist within the
‘attributes’ of thought and extension. These attributes which divide
and define human reality are at the same time the attributes of
substance. Substance can only produce within definite attributes.

Through this process of production, the substance, according to
Deleuze, expresses its own productive power in the modes that it
produces. Within human beings this power is expressed through a
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certain fundamental desire (conatus), defined as a continuous effort
to maintain and to strengthen, i.e. affirm, one’s own existence. Fol-
lowing this principle of production and expression, if we now return
to the epistemological question of how we examine our ideas,
Spinoza, on this reading, states that we should in fact not examine
our ideas, in the sense of reflecting upon them, but rather under-
stand them as modes produced within reality, thus understand
them from the outside, according to the genetic cause that is imma-
nent within them, as a certain force of conatus.

In the correct order of reasoning, we must proceed from the cause
to its effects, we must follow the genetic or expressive cause. In
ac cordance with this conception of thought, an epistemological
principle is formulated in the Spinoza book which will have conse-
quences for all of Deleuze’s subsequent work: We understand an
object when we understand how it is being produced to the point
of being able to reproduce the object in the mind. ‘For explication,
far from referring to the procedure of an intellect that remains
external to the object, refers first of all to the development of the
thing in itself, and in life.® The genetic method consists in repro-
ducing in the mind the process through which something was.
engendered within the productive process of reality as a whole.
This genetic method constitutes a move beyond representation and
the mapping of reality according to logical relations and a system
of classification. It marks a direct relation to the principles by which
reality is produced and through which it produces itself.

Deleuze presents Spinoza’s philosophy through a confrontation
between his genetic theory of internal causes and the concept of the
subject in the philosophy of Descartes. Deleuze opposes Descartes
and Spinoza at the level of method. He opposes the speculative and
genetic method of Spinoza, which begins with an account of reality
as a whole and then moves from that account to an analysis of the
human mind and body, to the philosophy of Descartes, which starts
with an analysis of the ideas that the mind is conscious of. Descartes
starts his philosophical analysis from the notion of an individual
human being who needs to learn how to reason well’

Descartes holds that most of our ideas are composite and con-
fused rather than simple, distinct and clear. In order to reason well,
we need to find a method that will allow us to distinguish these
confused ideas from clear and simple ideas. This method consists
of examining the ideas that we have in terms of their logical com-
position and epistemic origin: Ideas that arise from sensation or the
imagination are less clear than ideas that derive directly from reason
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(epistemic origin). Ideas that involve basic or first principles are
clearer than ideas that involve a combination of such first principles
(logical composition). Now, the important feature of this method is
that the analysis can be conducted, at least initially, within the
horizon of one’s own ideas. According to Descartes, we can thus
judge the truth of each idea according to its own intrinsic features.
Descartes subsequently proposes to treat all metaphysical questions
from the vantage point of this critical method. He thus formulates
a subjectivist programme for philosophy.

Spinoza’s deductive-genetic method is opposed to this subjectiv-
ism, according to Deleuze. Whereas Descartes was mainly con-
cerned with the epistemological question of how one can acquire
true ideas, Spinoza’s epistemology is mainly concerned with the
problem of determining the place that the human mind and its
activities occupy within the structure of reality. The elaboration of
this problem does not have its beginning in the individual mind or
in a subject examining its own mind, but in a description of reality
as a whole, as an infinite and all-encompassing substance. The mind
is then analysed within the context of this metaphysics of divine
substance.

To think genetically from the point of view of a conception of
reality as a whole, then, is the ideal contained in the principle of
immanence. To think immanently means therefore to strive to artic-
ulate in thought as directly as possible the forces of production that
produce and govern reality. This genetic principle of immanence
will, as we shall see, be the guiding methodological principle also
in Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus.

Virtuality, Difference, Sense

Orne difficulty arising from Spinoza’s genetic method is that it
cannot properly account for order and relations within reality.
Spinoza says that each mode has its own, singular essence, thus
opposing the Aristotelian method of classification in which a thing’s
essence is precisely what it has in common with other things of the
same kind, the marks of identity which allow us to situate it at a
certain place in reality and in a definite relation to everything else.
The genetic method does not proceed by classification, but the
problem of order remains. How can it be that the modes produced
by substance are not all identical?

Deleuze faced a similar problem in his book on Bergson’s spiri-
tual metaphysics of life. In this book, Deleuze reconstructs Bergson’s
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concept of life so that it becomes a process of immanent differentia-
tion, proceeding through separation and composition of layers of
reality. These layers are real but they are not physical. In Bergson’s
spiritualist metaphysics Deleuze thus finds a level of reality that is
not given as physical nature without consisting simply in formal
principles, like the rules of logic. This level of reality, which Deleuze
calls ‘virtual’, consists of ordering principles that determine reality
from within. These conditioning principles are then immanent in
reality without nevertheless being an observable part of reality.

The virtual is a level of order which conditions both thought and
being. It makes thought possible in so far as thought is a process
‘hat requires order and hence differentiation. The virtual also makes
reality possible as a differentiated field of being. Difference and
Repetition is an elaborate theory of virtual ordering processes con-
ceived as the immanent genetic principles of reality. The Logic of
Sense is a theory of virtual ordering processes existing as a border,
separating and coordinating thought, language and reality. The two
books have the same starting point, the ordering processes that
condition thought and reality, but they address different metaphysi-
cal problems. The problem analysed in Difference and Repetition is
how it is possible to produce a genetic account of determination that
would escape the system of identification and classification that he
calls representation.

The aim of this genetic account is to show that the process which
determines something to be what it is, is a genetic virtual principle
which at the same time accounts for the thing being different from
everything else. However, it accounts for this difference outside any
system of classification as pure difference. The Logic of Sense con-
structs a different critique of representation. It goes back to Stoic
logic to present a theory of language and thought that will chal-
lenge the representationalist, and more specifically phenomenologi-
cal, notion of language as an intentional relation to the world, the
notion that language use is defined by an intentional direction,
leading from a psychological representation, via a general concep-
tual content to a physical or ideal referent. This principle of inten-
tionality is opposed to the principle of ‘sense’. Sense is a virtual
ordering process which makes language possible. Sense does not
belong to any particular speaker and does not depend on the refer-
ential value of the words used. On the contrary, sense is what makes
it possible for individual speakers to produce a meanmgful state-
ment referring to a particular object.

The arguments in these two treatises seem, at ﬁrst, very different.
The argument in Difference and Repetition concerns ontology, whereas
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The Logic of Sense concerns language and thought. But both argu-
ments present a critique of representation from the point of view of
a principle of immanence. The determination of individual beings
must be understood from the inside of a genetic process of deter-
mination and not through the mediation of a logical grid of classi-
fication. The ordering process that language presupposes must be
understood from within the plane of ‘sense’ and not with reference
to anything outside of this plane, such as individual speakers or the
world they purport to speak about. I shall discuss each of these two
parallel books in turn.

The Determination of Difference

The argument in Difference and Repetition is twofold. On the one
hand, it seeks to show how thought may develop a capacity for
abstraction that will allow it to move beyond representation. On the
other hand, it presents an account of immanent genetic ordering
principles in reality, principles which are not dependent on the
Aristotelian model of logical determination. We will first look at
this second argument concerning genetic determination.

The framework for Deleuze’s argument is set by Kant’s transcen-
dental philosophy of reason and some of the problems raised within
it. Kant’s transcendental philosophy concerns most fundamentally
the grasp that we can have in thought of reality, and by implication,
the nature and scope of ‘metaphysics’ understood as a purely ratio-
nal discourse purporting to give a truthful and universally valid
account of reality.

One of the basic principles of Kant’s transcendental philosophy
is that we only have access to the world through our own thoughts
and sensory experience. We therefore have no vantage point outside
our own thoughts and judgements from which to judge whether
these are true universally and not just in conformity with the empir-
ical world of phenomena. We cannot judge whether our judgements
are true of the world as it is or would be in itself independently of
how we experience it as a phenomenal world.

The second principle, following on from this, is that a certain
kind of metaphysical knowledge is inaccessible to us in so far as we
are beings who can only know the world from the perspective of
sense experience, i.e. as a phenomenal world stretched out in space
and time. This metaphysical knowledge would be absolute, that is,
non-sensory. It would be the knowledge that a non-sensory intellect
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could have. Kant assumes that this kind of knowledge would consist
of a complete, that is exhaustive, knowledge of the conditions that
determine each thing to be what it is and as it is. This means that
for Kant - and in this he differs from Plato’s conception of ideal
knowledge - one of the marks of metaphysical knowledge is that it
consists of a rational grasp of real existing individuals. The indi-
vidual is known metaphysically when it is known not just as a
phenomenon located in space in time, but as a being that underlies
a certain range of conditions determining that thing individually,
i.e. determining it uniquely and not just in so far as it has to conform
to general natural laws.

This ideal of a complete metaphysical knowledge that consists in
a knowledge of individuals was not invented by Kant. It had been
formulated already by Kant’s predecessor Leibniz. One may say
that Kant’s transcendental philosophy is a response to Leibniz’s
ideal of a complete knowledge of individual things. Leibniz, for his
part, had arrived at his ideal of knowledge through a metaphysical
and logical argument. He believed that everything that can be
known about something, i.e. all the predicates that can truly be
ascribed to a thing must, in some sense, already be included in that
thing. This means that predication if it is true is ‘analytical it adds
nothing new to the thing, but merely analyses what that thing con-
tains. Knowledge therefore is simply to know all the predicates that
are included in each thing.

The metaphysical system corresponding to this conception of
knowledge and predication is one in which God, who is omnipotent
and omniscient, must know the world that he chooses to create. This
means that he must know all that is true of all the beings that make
up the world. This means further that he must know all the events
that happen to these created beings, since what is true of a created
being is what happens to it, the events that fill up its life span.
Leibniz thereby arrived at formulating a completely deterministic
system in which all events are determined in advance as parts of
God'’s creation. These events are predicates that can be ascribed to
individual beings, the spiritual substances or ‘monads’ that reality
consists of in his system. Because, then, all that is true of these
monads, the events that make up their life and the predicates that
can be ascribed to them, are fixed in advance, each individual thing
is completely and exhaustively determined. It is determined in a
much deeper and metaphysical sense than it would be according to
the Aristotelian principle of determination through identifica-
tion and classification. For in Leibniz, what is determined is the
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individual in itself: the individual is determined not just to be a
certain kind of thing, but to be this precise being, with this exact
life span.

This ideal of exhaustive and real determination of existing indi-
viduals is treated by Kant as something that we aspire to think. The
knowledge of such an exhaustive determination of individuals has
the status of what Kant calls an Idea of reason. The Idea of reason
makes us think a determination that we could never know, since in
order to know this determination we would have to know reality
outside of the conditions of space and time, whereas what we can
know are only the phenomena appearing in space and time. The
Idea of reason is thus directly wedded to the notion of the individ-
ual thing as it is in itself independently of our experience.

Kant had a follower, who is very important to Deleuze, called
Salomon Maimon."” He was a contemporary of Kant who thought
that Kant had gone too far in driving a wedge between our sensory
knowledge and experience, and the divine knowledge of individual
and real determination, of which we, according to Kant, can only
form an Idea of reason. Maimon denied that there was this split
between rational and sensory knowledge, but he agreed with Kant
that human beings cannot know the world absolutely, i.e. cannot
know the exhaustive determination of each individual thing. Nev-
ertheless, it would be wrong to deny that there is what Leibniz
called a sufficient reason for each thing, that is an exhaustive deter-
mination, determining each thing to be what it is. We can form an
Idea of this sufficient reason, but the Idea is not completely separate
from our experience of individual objects. Rather, we approach the
Idea as a limit of our knowledge. The Idea corresponds directly to
a principle of determination, making each individual thing be what
it is. This principle is the sufficient reason of each thing, its genetic
principle. Maimon calls this genetic principle the differential by
analogy with the formula expressing the slope of a curve in math-
ematical calculus. For just as the differential expresses the curve in
the sense that it is a sufficient reason for producing it, so the differ-
ential idea of each individual thing contains the sufficient genetic
cause for producing that thing in its complete determination.

Maimon thereby completes a sort of revolution in modern phi-
losophy, a revolution that started in mathematics with the invention
of calculus and Cartesian geometry. This modern mathematics
entailed a genetic concept of what it is for an object to be deter-
mined, and this genetic concept differed completely from the old
Aristotelian model of determination through classification. As this
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ideal of genetic determination entered philosophy, it first influenced
theories of definition and of knowledge. It was thus thought by
seventeenth-century philosophers like Hobbes and Spinoza that to
know and define an object is to generate it and not to classify it.
Now, the deterministic system of Leibniz continues and radicalizes
this genetic concept of knowledge by claiming that there is a genetic
cause within the mind of God determining each thing to be exactly
what it is before it is created. So just as the geometer can generate
a figure by knowing its coordinates, God possesses a genetic prin-
ciple or reason that is sufficient to create each individual being"

Maimon stands at the culmination point of this tradition in
that he makes explicit the consequences it has for the tradition
of ontology: if determination is genetic and concerns the individual,
then the Aristotelian principle of determination through classifica-
tion is no longer valid. This, at least, is the implication that Deleuze
takes from Maimon’s philosophy of the differential. Difference
and Repetition can be seen as tracing a middle path between Kant
and Maimon, between Kant’s transcendental philosophy of the
conditions and limits of thought and Maimon’s — and implicitly
Leibniz’s - philosophy of exhaustive individual determination,
conceived independently of how we experience the world (Kant),
and independently of any general classification of the world into
kinds (Aristotle).

Thus, the two main concepts in Difference and Repetition, i.e. the
‘problem’ and ‘determination’, each refer to one of these poles of
thought. The problem is the object of thought corresponding to our
efforts to reach beyond experience and grasp the Ideal determina-
tion. Determination is the objective individual cause of each
existing thing, the genetic reason that accounts for every being
individually, independently of how we may ever get to know this
determination.

Within representation, we are only able to grasp individuality
and thus difference through the mediation of general contents, such
as the concepts of kinds or qualities. Yet if actual individuality is
determined genetically along a route that has nothing in common
with this adding up of general descriptive predicates, then to know
individuality and difference would mean to think in a way that is
not dependent on general conceptual contents. This would mean
that we would able to think genetically parallel to the process of
actual determination in reality. Even if one did not actually know
the sufficient reason for each thing, one could approach such a
knowledge by finding equivalents in thought for the elements that



44 Immanence and Subjectivity

constitute this genetic process. This exactly is the task that Difference
and Repetition sets itself: on the one hand, to find a vocabulary that
describes the genetic determination in such a way that this pro-
cess becomes thinkable - although perhaps not knowable in each
case — and, on the other, to show how the mind is able to develop
a level of abstraction that is sufficient for thinking this process of
determination.

According to Deleuze, genetic determination proceeds from a
selection on a virtual plane among pairs of ‘disjunctive’ possibilities
- or more properly, ‘virtualities’. Deleuze now distinguishes virtual-
ity from the kind of ‘possibility’ that one finds for instance in the
metaphysics of Aristotle under the name ‘potentiality’ (dynamis).
This potentiality is stated within the definition of the thing as the
potential that is proper to that thing. It is possible for a human being
to develop reason, for instance, because it is the essential and defin-
ing potential of human beings to be rational. In this case, what is
possible is thus also predictable and the future that is possible is
already given as a potential in the present.

The ‘possibility’ of virtual alternatives is very different. Nothing
in the present allows us to predict the future. The future is radically
open at each instant. For each actualized virtuality, another equally
possible virtuality is not realized, and these unrealized virtualities
are always given as disjunctive alternatives present within any
moment. This means that the present is a site of bifurcation, a
moment of choice where the world is moving in one direction rather
than another, de-selecting another, equally possible, future world.
Within this philosophy of virtual disjunction, the universe is not
viewed in its temporal continuity, but rather as a series of instants
or short time spans in which each time one of a disjunctive pair is
selected. Every instant or short time span thereby throws open the
set of constellations that the universe consists of, selecting and real-
izing new virtualities.

Through this concept of virtual composition and successive,
unpredictable actualization Deleuze distances his own philosophy
from the determinism and metaphysical rationalism of Spinoza and
Leibniz. For the logic of virtual disjunction is consistent neither
with the notion of genetic laws residing in a divine nature (Spinoza)
nor with the principle of divine foreknowledge of the world’s
development.

Deleuze thereby preserves a principle of chance and indetermi-
nacy that had featured also in his account of ‘will to power’ in
Nietzsche - there is no rational justification for what the will to
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power selects — and in his book on Bergson. Deleuze says that
Bergson constructs a metaphysics of an irreducibly open-ended
universe. This principle is also valid for Difference and Repetition.

From Repetition to the Problem

The parallel question to that of determination and virtual composi-
tion concerns the relationship between thought and reality. How do
thought, and mental activity generally, develop within the cosmos
and how does thought develop internal structures that are adequate
to understanding virtuality and genetic determination?

Deleuze uses the philosophical concept of ‘repetition’ as a guiding
thread in his presentation of a theory of the mind. He discusses four
theories of repetition, those of Hume, Bergson, Freud and Nietzsche:
the repetition of habit (Hume), the repetition of memory (Bergson),
compulsory repetition (Freud), and the metaphysical theory of the
world as a movement of ‘eternal recurrence’ proposed by Nietzsche.
These theories of repetition have in common that repetijtion in each
case presupposes a parallel or accompanying process of mental
activity. An activity of synthesis is necessary for an observer to note
that the sun rises today again (habit). A different kind of synthesis
is required to repeat in the mind something that happened in the
past (memory). It is further only a mind, albeit an unconscious one,
that is able to steer, again and again, towards the same unchosen
action (compulsion). And it is only a mind confronting the totality
of life and existence which can conceive of this process as one of
cosmic repetition (eternal recurrence). If a certain kind of mental
activity is thus required in each case, it is not clear that it is one and
the same mental activity that is required for all these cases.

There are in Deleuze’s account of repetition three dimensions of
mental activity corresponding to the present, the past and the
future. The present is the life of the mind within a biological context
of existence. Deleuze here follows Bergson who argued that phi-
losophy has to understand both how the mind operates within a
natural and pragmatic context, and be able to leave this context
behind when it seeks to understand the order of reality that the
mind is part of. Thus, Bergson says in Creative Evolution: ‘But these
difficulties and contradictions [of speculative philosophy] all arise
from trying to apply the usual forms of our thought to objects with
which our industry has nothing to do, and for which, therefore, our

moulds are not made.””?
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For Deleuze, our natural ‘industry’ is manifest at first in a very
rudimentary ordering activity, a synthesis of the imagination in
which it simply holds together the two poles of a repetitive move-
ment. Already the body exercises such acts of synthesis and imagi-
nation in that it is able to connect and hold together sensations and
to recognize them when they repeat themselves. At this primary
stage of development, the mind derives pleasure from its own activ-
ity and from the sensations it holds together in the continuous
present of its life, a present which is itself grounded in the continu-
ity of the body’s own habits. This stage then constitutes a primary
narcissistic level of mental life.

If we now take a step back and look at Deleuze’s philosophical
method in developing a theory of mental activity, we can see that
the concept of repetition fulfils two different strategic functions
which are both related to very basic and entrenched problems in
modern philosophy.

The first problem that is addressed by repetition is the relation-
ship between physical and mental activity in the development of
cognitive faculties. Broadly following Bergson, Deleuze suggests
that the mind begins within the biological organism but then devel-
ops continuously from this base until it reaches, as we shall see
shortly, a level of thought that can only be accounted for as being
the product of a mind independent of its location within a body and
within a biological environment. The account of the mind thus
begins in the body and ends with the presentation of an entirely
non-physical, and non-utilitarian mental or ‘spiritual’ activity. For
Deleuze also follows Bergson quite closely in associating utilitarian
and practical rationality, the occupation with current problems and
objects present within an immediate context of perception, with our
most base and basic biological capacities, whereas the emergence of
thought is dependent on moving beyond this immediate context of
perception and practical need.

The other problem addressed by the concept of repetition is
related to the first but is less metaphysical; it does not concern the
relation between mind and body but the relation between con-
sciousness and world, between ‘subject’ and ‘object’. The immense
strategic advantage and importance of the concept of repetition lie
in articulating the development of mental activity and cognitive
capability in isolation from any intentional relation to objects. If
there is a ‘subject’ of repetition, it is not transcendental: it is not a
centre of representation corresponding to a system of judgement
determining objects in the empirical world.
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This motive of separating mental activity, thought or language
from intentionality is a constant theme in Deleuze’s early philoso-
phy. It is weakened in Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus by the
concepts of the machine and the rhizome which imply some kind of
relationship between thought and world, but it returns in Deleuze’s
later work, in his books on Leibniz and on cinema. One may say
that Bergson for Deleuze embodies an idealist temptation, the temp-
tation, namely, of a subjective idealism that would equate imma-
nence with the field of mental activity. The materialist Guattari
weakened this pull, but it comes back in these last writings on
Leibniz and cinema in an aesthetic form.

Returning to the genetic account of the mind in Difference and
Repetition, the second level of mental activity introduces a break
with the first, in that the first marks an unbroken relation to the
world that is present to the senses. On the primary narcissistic level
the mind is not able to think non-being or absence and it is therefore
also not able to think relations and difference. For the mind to break
with this closed sphere of a continuous present, it has to open up
to the past, not simply the past seen from the point of view of the
present, but the past as an independent region of being that can
only be reached by moving beyond the sphere of the immediate
present of perception.

There is a relation to the past which Deleuze calls ‘pure memory’,
in which the past is revealed as a virtual realm of being. The kind of
memory that is able to disclose this virtual region of the past is
sharply distinct from the mental activities of perception and aware-
ness that are oriented towards the present. Following Bergson’s
analysis of memory as being entirely distinct from perception and
involving a completely different structure of mental activity, Deleuze
thus argues that memory in its purest form introduces the mind not
only to a different realm of being - the virtual past - but also to a
different dimension of thought. This is a realm of thought consist-
ing of formal operations of combination, and of abstract relations
of difference. These combinations and relations can only be thought
of the primary sphere of the present in which we of course only
grasp and relate to what is actually present before us.

This theory of virtual being further means that the present
moment is itself as if split, composed internally and virtually of two
temporal dimensions, on the one hand, a present tense - this is now
- and, on the other, a movement of passing away. This movement of
passing away is for the present already to belong to the past at the
moment of being taken up by it, otherwise the present and the past
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would be cut off from one another. The present is thus virtually
both present (first synthesis) and passing away (second synthesis).
The second synthesis is then the capacity to synthesize the present
with the past and from the point of view of the past. For thought,
this means that mental activity in the second synthesis moves
beyond the mere recording of what takes place before it.

By opening up to virtuality, the mind is now able to conceive of
parallel series virtually co-existing in the same present. Deleuze
finds this notion of virtually parallel series developed in modern
fiction, for instance, in the philosophical tales of the Argentinean
writer Jorge Luis Borges. Thus, Borges tells a story where the pos-
sibilities of the narrative are not realized one at a time, so that
the ones that are realized exclude the ones that are not realized.
Instead, all the possibilities of the narrative co-exist as a virtual
composition.

From primary narcissism to virtual complexity - this arc corre-
sponds to a move from perception to thought. Perception arises out
of the first synthesis of biological habit; thought is made possible by
the virtual complexity of the second synthesis. Deleuze compares
the duality of first and second synthesis with Kant’s concepts of
experience composed of sensibility and understanding. For Kant,
sensibility and understanding exhaustively describe the field of
experience but Kant also states that a part of our thinking, specula-
tive reason, cannot find its objects - the self, the world as a whole,
God - within experience as there is a sharp split in Kant’s system
between experience and speculative thought. This is not so for
Deleuze. He identifies a third synthesis, a third dimension of mental
activity which goes beyond the first two syntheses but which is
nevertheless not cut off from reality. This third synthesis is the
synthesis of abstraction, which is the condition for philosophical
thought. Deleuze argues that it is only when the mind goes beyond
what is given to it in experience that it is able to realize its potential
for thought. This process begins but is not completed with the
second synthesis which is still embedded in a natural context of
experience, namely, the ‘rememberer’s’ own past experience.

The third synthesis of abstraction has four characteristics: (1) it
is related to the future; (2) it is purely abstract; (3) it is conditioned
by an interruption of the vital instincts of habit; and (4) it depends
on a special kind of receptivity.

It is only if the mind is receptive in a certain way that it can move
beyond its natural and biological drive towards grasping what is
given in perception or memory. This move beyond the given con-
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stitutes an ascesis of thought. This ascesis is articulated in Freudian
terms. Deleuze combines terms from two stages of psychoanalytic
theory: the theory of narcissism which leads to the distinction
between the ego and the super-ego, and the later concept of the
death-drive. Narcissism is a withdrawal of sexual or ‘libidinal’
energy from its normal orientation towards external objects. This
energy is now invested in an internal object, an idealized version
of the person’s own self, an ideal ego functioning as an internalized
figure of moral authority. The death-drive, or Thanatos, marks a
more radical break with the libido. It operates outside of and inde-
pendently of the libidinal drives. The libidinal drives function
according to a simple ‘principle of pleasure”: they push towards a
release from tension and unrest. The death-drive functions on a
deeper level as a pull towards a more fundamental rest and stasis
achieved through a return to inanimate matter.

Both narcissism and Thanatos thus imply a break with the circuit
of vital energy, the former in the figure of abstraction and interiority
that is the moral ego, the second in a movement of return to a
previous stage of being. Both these ideas, the construction of an
internal abstraction detached from vital energy and the idea of a
return to a previous stage of reality, find a deep resonance in
Deleuze’s thought. They are fused into the concept of a ‘body
without organs’, a notion originally used by the experimental play-
wright Antonin Artaud in the context of a critique of individual
psychology. In A Thousand Plateaus, this notion of a body without
organs will become an important ethical term, the idea being that
we can only escape social and political oppression by undoing the
effects of social and political forces in ourselves. This would mean
undoing our social self or personality in order to return to a prior
state of being, reaching the organized level of life which is the ‘body
without organs’.

In Difference and Repetition, the emphasis and the argument are
different. The break with libido energy serves to articulate the con-
ditions of abstract thought. We can only become autonomous as
thinking beings if we can undergo a radical ascesis allowing us to
form within ourselves a plane of abstraction that is the body without
organs. This level of abstraction is characterized by a more defini-
tive separation of our combinatory capability from practical needs
than what was possible in the second synthesis of memory. This
separation is presented by Deleuze in temporal terms, as the capac-
ity to separate time as a condition of experience from the order of
succession that we encounter in experience:
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Itis not a question of acquiring thought, nor of exercising it as though
it were innate, but of engendering the act of thinking within thought
itself, perhaps under the influence of a violence which causes the
reflux of libido on to the narcissistic ego, and in the same movement
both extracting Thanatos from Eros and abstracting time from all
content in order to separate out the pure form.”®

Thought moves beyond the rational model of representation by
purifying itself from the contents of perception and pragmatic
needs, thus purifying itself as abstraction. Thinking, then, is for
Deleuze something that we undergo rather than simply something
that we do. We may ask: why is it the body rather than the mind
that is involved in the third synthesis? Because the move beyond
the present and the real towards pure abstraction is a process that
affects the body as much as the mind. For it is through the body
and its repetitions that I am anchored in the present of primary
narcissism.

The relation to the world that culminates in this ascesis is one of
problematization. Thought is not a representation of what is given
and actual but a continuous problematization. A problem is a
thought-object that is never identical with a fact or a thing, but any
situation, even the most basic, may pose a problem; it may put us
before a problem that we therefore have not simply invented, but
which nevertheless requires a certain response in order to manifest
itself. This response is the basic capacity for thought. It arises within
the primary synthesis as the grasping of something being the sign
for something else. When the imagination holds together the idea
of clouds and the idea that it may rain, it forms out of the idea of
the cloud, a sign. The sign is not identical with the cloud, but the
cloud seen, or rather problematized in a certain way. The second
synthesis is able to pose much more complex problems, arising from
the correlation of series that are not grounded in the same causal
chain. The third synthesis liberates the problem as an exploration
of relations in thought unconstrained by any empirical content.

The Sayable and the Thinkable

The Logic of Sense conducts a parallel argument to the genetic theory
of Difference and Repetition. It is an account of the relation between
language, thought and world formulated in opposition to the phe-
nomenological concept of ‘intentionality’ or conscious directedness.
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Instead of seeing mind, language and world as coordinated by
conscious acts, moving towards the world through the mediation
of a mental and conceptual ‘content’, this relationship is conceived
from the external and ontological point of view of an ideal border
separating and coordinating what is sayable and thinkable with the
world. This border does not depend on any act of consciousness, or
subjective experience. Yet it is also different from a merely formal,
structuralist or semiotic system, as we shall see.

Thought is again seen to emerge from reality, but this time not
so much in so far as it is a certain kind of activity but rather because
the content of thought, the thinkable, has its own reality; it is an ideal
or logical surface of the world. On this surface thought encounters the
world through language, relations are formed and the linguistic
operations required by speech are made possible. The surface is real
- it has a certain mode of being, related to the being of the world -
but it is at the same time distinct both from the world and from
the mind.

Representation articulates thought with reference to individual
objects. The representational conception of language conceives of
speech as a threefold relation between an individual speaker, a state
of affairs that is referred to and a conceptual content or signification
through which objects and their properties are identified. This view
of language rests on certain metaphysical assumptions. It supposes,
first, that before language is used by any individual speaker, such
speakers and a world of individual objects are already given as a
structure within reality. Second, this view takes for granted, follow-
ing on from this idea, that words and their meanings serve to
connect these two types of individuals, the individual speaker and
the individual object in the world. Language is, then, on this view,
a tool allowing us to orient ourselves in the world and to commu-
nicate contents about items in the world to others. Deleuze does not
assume that these individual entities are given as primary beings.
Difference and Repetition argues that the term ‘individual’ refers to
the actualization of difference within a ‘field of individuation’, and
not to something like classifiable objects. Here, similarly, Deleuze
does not take the signifying capacity of language to depend on any
such fixed individuals. He conceives of the relationship between the
three dimensions of language, the speaker, the referent and the
meaning as three linguistic functions, which he calls manifestation
(speaker), designation (referent) and signification (meaning). His
question is now how these functions are organized in relation to
one another.
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In the representational model they directly correspond to each
other as they are situated on an axis of intentionality, leading from
the mind to the world. The proposition ‘This is a tree’ is first a
mental representation; then it involves the use of the concept ‘tree’ to
identify an individual object of perception as the referent of the
proposition.

Deleuze’s philosophy of language is opposed to this model
because it makes language use dependent on perception. He argues
instead that the three linguistic functions are organized imma-
nently on the surface of sense independently of the use of language
in communication. Sense is thus not only a sphere of coordination
between these linguistic functions but also the generative principle
which first produces them. Sense is thus a structural and genetic
totality producing the functions that it contains. The three func-
tions of manifestation, designation and signification constitute three
aspects of what makes an utterance meaningful. The utterance
carries meaning because someone utters it, because it is about some-
thing and because the words themselves have meaning, but none
of these functions can operate on their own. They depend on the
fourth dimension of sense. For it is only on the level of sense that
something can appear as meaningful in the first place, before being
uttered, being about something, carrying a signification. This
primary level of sense is at the same time what introduces thought
into language. For sense is the logical medium of what can be said
and thought. It is the medium of all the relations that can be formed
in thought and then said. These relations constitute, we may say,
what is sayable and thinkable; they form the primary content of
language and the mind.

This logical medium has a similar ontological status to that of
the virtual composition of time in Difference and Repetition. It is
neither completely formal like mathematics nor a psychological
feature of how we think nor is it derived from experience. Sense
constitutes the possible objects of thought before we enter thought,
before we have any concrete thoughts about any specific object. For
the objects of thought are at first constituted by what is thinkable.
The thinkable is the total set of abstract relations that can be formed.
This genetic principle of a surface of sense giving to thought its
possible objects has an ambiguous metaphysical status. For the
border separating thought and language from the physical world
also co-ordinates them. It is only on this surface of sense that it is
possible to articulate relations of difference and order. In what sense
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therefore can one say that relations exist in the world independently
of this surface of sense? This question raises the possibility of a kind
of Idealism in which the world itself would be produced by sense.
This is a possibility that is also envisaged in Deleuze’s text:

It appears that sense, in its organization of aleatory and singular
points, problems and questions, series and displacements, is doubly
generative: not only does it engender the logical proposition with its
determinate dimensions (designation, manifestation, and significa-
tion); it engenders also the objective correlates of this proposition
which were themselves first produced as ontological propositions
(the designated, the manifested, and the signified).*

The idealism envisaged here is objective rather than subjective; it is
not an idealism that consists in separating a mental realm from its
intentional correlates in the world, as we saw a move towards in
Difference and Repetition. This is a more Platonic scenario in which
the articulation of the world as a differentiated totality would be
dependent on a formal and ideal structure, which in turn would
not be derived from anything existing in the world. Deleuze does
not pursue this idealist line of thinking. In The Logic of Sense, he is
concerned most of all to emphasize that the relations that we observe
in perception and articulate in thought and language have an origin
that is different from language, thought and perception, an origin
which in itself is neutral with respect to conventional logical dis-
tinctions. The notion of the neutral taken from Blanchot entails a
concept of ‘inhumanity’, of a dimension of reality that is indifferent
to our human, pragmatic and existential, concerns: ‘In relation to
propositional modes in general, the neutrality of sense appears
from several different perspectives. From the point of view of quan-
tity, sense is neither particular nor general, neither universal nor
personal. From the point of view of quality, it is entirely indepen-
dent of both affirmation and negation.*

I said in the Introduction that Blanchot’s concept of the neutral
is important to Deleuze because it allows him to gain an ‘inhuman’
and non-subjective perspective upon human life. In The Logic of
Sense, he moves on to use this perspective, developed in the theory
of sense, to construct an ethics, a philosophy of life seen from a point
of view that is outside of ordinary human experience. This passage
from language via logic to ethics is facilitated in Deleuze’s text by
its reliance on Stoic philosophy. For the Stoics also conceived of
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philosophy as falling into distinct parts — physics, logic, ethics -
which were ultimately coordinated.

The notion of sense as what can be said is itself the development
of a Stoic concept, the concept of the lekton, usually translated as the
‘sayable’. In a famous fragment the Stoics are reported as making a
distinction between three elements of language: the sound or utter-
ance, something referred to and which can be perceived, and, finally,
a third element, which is not, like sound or a thing, something
physical, but the state of affairs that the utterance claims to be
the case.

In defining thought, the Stoics claimed that truth and falsehood
are ascribed to what they called ‘signification’, but they held this
signification to depend on a relationship between three things:

‘the signification, ‘the signifier, and ‘the name-bearer’. The signifier
is an utterance [sound], for instance ‘Dion’; the signification is the
actual state of affairs revealed by an utterance, and which we appre-
hend as it subsists in accordance with our thought. .. the name-
bearer is the external object, for instance Dion himself. Of these,
two are bodies - the utterance and the name-bearer; but one is
incorporeal - the state of affairs signified and sayable, which is
true or false.'

By defining ‘the state of affairs’ as incorporeal or non-physical, the
Stoics make the claim that language and thought cannot simply
relate to the world directly, as if enumerating or listing things.
Thought always establishes relations, for instance, of causality, and
these relations are not observable and physical in the same way that
things are. Now, at the same time this incorporeal sphere of what
can be thought and said is itself real. This is the Stoic principle that
Deleuze develops further in The Logic of Sense.

The Stoics developed the theory of the sayable through an origi-
nal, cosmological theory of causes and of causal determination.
They distinguished between two kinds of causality. The universe
as a whole is one all-encompassing system of interacting causes.
This order of causality is beyond our grasp. By contrast, the predi-
cates that we ascribe to things in ordinary language use and the
causes we perceive in experience do not correspond to this all-
encompassing order. The predicates do not grasp the place of the
thing in the order of the universe and the cause we identify in
experience is only a quasi-cause, divorced from the actual moving
cause behind the event within the order of the cosmos.
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Deleuze borrows this distinction and combines it with his own
theory of destiny conceived as a virtual composition or causes.
According to this theory, our life, the life that we actualize, is a
variation and repetition of the composition of causes that we virtu-
ally are. This relationship of destiny between virtual composition
and actual variation-repetition does not correspond to the linear
and sequential order of experience. For within the order of experi-
ence, the events that make up my life have a determined location
in time and determined causes attached to them. After the event A
and because of event B, event C happened. This is how we represent
our lives to ourselves. Yet this linear order of time and causality has
a merely discursive or linguistic reality. The causes and predicates
that we thereby name do not actually refer to any real causal process.
For the actual causal process that characterizes our lives is genetic
and compositional, an inner, and therefore not empirical causality. A
person is a virtual and genetic composition of potentialities that
express themselves through repetition and variation. The events
that form the content of a person’s life are the expressions of this
repetition and variation.

Within this genetic order of expression, the event is not located
within the linear time of representation. If we were able to think
the event on this genetic level, it would appear detached also from
its immediate causal context, the web of ‘quasi-causes’ that we
attribute to events within representation and within conscious
experience.

In so far as my life can do nothing but continue this repetition-
variation, we may also say that this pattern of repetition and varia-
tion constitutes a kind of fate or destiny. In that sense the event
becomes almost inseparable from destiny. Each event is a particular
expression of the total variation-repetition of virtualities that
compose my being.

This neo-Stoic conception of destiny is also the starting point for
Deleuze’s conception of literature. Literature is able to embody these
virtual relations and the compositions between them far better than
we normally can do in thought or in ordinary language. It is there-
fore a natural next step to look at Deleuze’s theory of literature
before turning to the political philosophy he developed in collabora-
tion with Félix Guattari. In fact, it will turn out that it is within the
domain of literary criticism that Deleuze moves from the meta-
physical and genetic philosophy of Difference and Repetition and The
Logic of Sense towards a new type of philosophy centred on the
concept of the sign.
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It is through the exploration of the problem of signs and significa-
tion that Deleuze is able to create a bridge between his earlier
metaphysical system and the political concerns and debate with the
social sciences that he comes to share with Guattari. The next chap-
ter charts this transition from metaphysics to political theory and
the epistemology of social science, by studying Deleuze’s theory

of signs.



Cultural Semiotics

Literature and the Logic of Sense

There are two competing strands in Deleuze’s work from the late
1960s onwards. One is ontological. It is an effort to formulate a
general theory of production and genetic processes. The other is
transcendental and tonsists in analysing the relations from which
language and thought as well as any social or cultural practice are
formed.

The Logic of Sense, which analyses the transcendental conditions
of thought and language, combines these strands and provides an
ontological theory of sense. On the basis of this ontology, literature
can be conceptualized as the expression of a logic of sense, hence
as embodied thought. A particular work of literature would thus be
the expression of a particular set of sense relations, constituting a
particular thought form.

At the general ontological level of sense, the logic of sense is
the embodiment of thought forms upon the immaterial surface
of sense. Literature, and modernist narrative literature in parti-
cular, is then a specific articulation of these thought forms. As
the thought forms on the surface of sense also fulfil a transcenden-
tal function - presenting the basic relations through which it is
possible to think about the world - a work of literature also presents
a particular thought form identifying a particular set of formal
relations.

These formal relations organize time, body, language and action
within the literary text. Through the organizing effect of these



58 Cultural Semiotics

formal relations the text is able to present a particular perspective
on human life. The modernist narrative literature that is of primary
interest to Deleuze is able to present a perspective on human life
that differs from and even challenges the perspective on the world
that we have within everyday experience. Literary modernity thus
not only challenges nineteenth-century narrative or realist conven-
tions, it also challenges experience itself. It presents perspectives on
life and on ourselves as beings of desire, living in time, using lan-
guage and interacting physically with the world and these perspec-
tives are not coordinated by pragmatic and ordinary practical
concerns or by self-conscious experience.

Deleuze therefore views modernist narrative literature as capable
of posing ethical and metaphysical problems in that it can express a
non-anthropocentric or anti-humanist point of view upon subjec-
tive experience. This viewpoint corresponds not only to a ‘logic of
sense’ but also to Deleuze’s own conceptions of time, life and destiny
in which the time of an individual life is not seen as a linear, pro-
gressive sequence, but as a structure of repetition and variation.

The texts of Deleuze’s favourite writers, such as Fitzgerald,
Gombrowicz or Klossowski produce narratives composed accord-
ing to principles other than those of plot, character and action.
These conventional narrative principles all presuppose a notion of
intentional action as the causal drive of the story. By composing the
content of narrative in a way that sidesteps intentionality or makes
it seem subordinate to other ordering principles, these writers there-
fore attain a perspective on human life that is not that of action or
pragmatic subjectivity. In Fitzgerald, this is the perspective of
destiny; in Gombrowicz, it is the strange doubling of characters and
events and the underlying tone of sexual tension that cannot be
located in any one of them; in Klossowski, it is a theological eroti-
cism in which perversion and Satanism combine to form actions
that appear inevitable within a certain structure of desire — but this
desire itself remains enigmatic.

Literature thereby presents alternatives to the concept of the self-
conscious subject as a centre of coordination within experience. In
Difference and Repetition, Deleuze himself presents such an alterna-
tive subject which he calls the ‘embryonic subject’ (le sujet larvaire).
This ‘subject’ is ‘the person who I am’ in so far as I undergo a process
which develops my mental activities and my relation to the world
in a certain way. In The Logic of Sense, Deleuze continues this elabo-
ration of an alternative subject conception by opposing the phenom-
enological concept of the world as the horizon of my experience to
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a logical or ‘serial’ concept of the world as that set of events that
co-exists with any particular event. The subject corresponding to
this world is, as we saw, a composition of virtual potentials expressed
in the events that make up a person’s life and in the repetition and
variation of ‘themes’ that constitute its ‘destiny’. If we combine these
two concepts of composition and the embryonic subject, we arrive
at the notion of the world as a virtual composition of which the
embryonic subject is a part, as one composition within another. In
this compositional metaphysics life is not viewed from the perspec-
tive of conscious, subjective experience but from that of an external,
cosmological standpoint. This external point of view is exactly the
perspective presented by the twentieth-century experimental novel,
according to Deleuze.

Literature thus embodies philosophical ideas. A literary text may
also embody a theory of its own status and functioning as literature.
Deleuze thus views literary texts as theorizing their own mode of
signification. Literary texts are even seen to anticipate and contrib-
ute to his own semiotic enquiry. Deleuze’s studies in semiotics
pursue a twofold aim: one is constructive and the other critical. On
the constructive side, semiotics will be a means to find a middle
ground between the two conventional philosophical positions of
idealisnt and materialism: the sign and its signification will be theo-
rized as being neither fully material nor straightforwardly ideal.

On the critical side, this search for a middle ground in turn will
help Deleuze to formulate an alternative to the concept of the subject
in his account of human experience. In semiotic terms it may be
possible to describe the structure of experience, society, cognition
and culture on the level of sense and signification rather than with
reference to a subjective point of view.

Deleuze seeks to do this without, on the other hand, simply
replacing the subjective point of view with positivism, i.e. with a
scientific explanatory paradigm, reducing experience, cognition,
culture, etc. to so-called ‘underlying material causes’. The semiotic
account is non-reductive; it seeks to maintain and respect the reality
of sense within all aspects of human and social reality. The critical
dimension of semiotics for Deleuze amounts then to a critique of
‘representation’ - for subjectivity and positivism are but two faces
of representation: the subject is the self-conscious centre of repre-
sentation; positivism is the view that reality can be represented as
a totality of so-called ‘facts’. Now this double attack on representa-
tion, scientific and subjective, Deleuze finds to be undertaken within
literature itself. Thus, what he calls the ‘objective illusion, which is
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a particular version of ‘representation’, he sees as the central concern
of Marcel Proust’s novel, A la recherche du temps perdu (1913-27).

Proust and the Objective Illusion

In Deleuze’s essay on Proust published in its first version in 1964,
we find a sustained and complex discussion of the problem repre-
sentation as this problem is seen to be theorized within the novel
itself. The title of his essay, Proust and Signs (1964)' must therefore
be taken in a theoretical sense: this is not a study of signs in Proust’s
novel, A la recherche du temps perdu, but a discursive development of
the theoretical problem that the novel unfolds narratively.

The essay thus presents two different sides. It is a work of phi-
losophy, a study in the relationship between thought and signs. It
is a work of literary interpretation and a contribution to the scholar-
ship on Proust. These two sides depend on one another. The book
radically changed how Proust was read in France but it could only
do so because it arrived at a new vantage point from which to
analyse a literary work of art as embodied thought.

The reading covers the principal themes of the novel, what any
reader of Proust would think about - snobbery, jealousy, time, art -
but Deleuze organizes these themes according to a philosophical
problem that is not immediately visible on the surface of the text.
This problem concerns the nature of signification, the relationship
between signification and time and the primary role of art in
expressing certain kinds of signification. In developing this problem
Deleuze first has to confront the dominant reading of the novel,
based on the novel’s own, internal theory of memory.

The novel, A la recherche du temps perdu, is structured as a frame
narrative. A middle-aged man narrates how he came to remember
his past in a particular way. The main body of the novel consists of
these memories, beginning with the narrator’s early childhood and
passing through adolescence and youth to the point when he reaches
maturity and begins writing the novel that is A la recherche du temps
perdu. The thread through the story of the narrator’s life is thus the
question of how he will become the writer of the book A la recherche
du temps perdu. Within this fiction within the fiction about how the
novel was written, a particular kind of experience plays a key role.
The narrator has a series of sudden flashes of memory that seem to
transport him back directly into the past in a much more powerful
way than if he had tried to remember anything from the past at will.
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Proust calls this kind of memory ‘involuntary memory’. Involuntary
memory is supposed to give the narrator a particular and privileged
access to his own life. With this psychological and aesthetic theory,
Proust legitimizes his own art and the position of his narrator.

In much of the secondary literature on Proust the frame narrative
and the theory of memory have been key to interpretations of the
text. Deleuze contests this principle of interpretation by focusing on
the actual temporal unfolding of the story that is told within the
frame narrative. Through this narrative and temporal unfolding, A
la recherche du temps perdu demonstrates a capacity to render time in
a non-linear way. Showing characters at different points in their
lives and from different angles, Proust breaks with a conventional
principle of narrative continuity. Deleuze reads this principle of
discontinuity as a presentation of temporal complexity. Thus, the time
of a life is not linear and successive, but different lines of develop-
ment, different aspects of a personality always co-exist. They are
‘complicated’ or ‘folded” within the person. This non-linear tempo-
rality is not derived from the introspective representations of
memory, nor from the narrator’s experiences in the frame narrative.
On the contrary, the novel stresses that the narrator has to go
through an apprenticeship in life in order to understand the order
of time. This apprenticeship passes through different stages which
are all concerned with a particular type of sign, the signs of love,
of social exchange, of time, and of art. Ultimately, this apprentice-
ship culminates in the narrator becoming a writer, but this in-
volves overcoming a fundamental illusion that is common to all
types of signs when we interpret them from the point of view of
experience.

Deleuze calls this the objective illusion. It consists in confusing the
meaning of the sign with the object that it appears to represent. The
lover believes that ‘the amorous gesture refers to the person that
produced it". The guest at a party thinks that the social exchange
he has witnessed communicated real emotion. The subject of
memory would like to believe that memory is controlled by a defi-
nite past moment or experience. The art lover hopes that art is an
ideal mirror and representation of life. Yet in each case the logic of
the sign is more complex than that of a simple representation. The
sign carries meaning because it composes and develops content
independently of what the sign refers to. Love, social exchange, time
and art are all dependent on an experience of signs, but these signs
are not themselves derived from any experience. This is why the
signs of art are the highest form of signification within this semiotic
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theory that Deleuze ascribes to Proust. For only art, and the art of
the novel in particular, can capture this autonomous logic of the
sign. The ultimate aim of the art that is the novel, A la recherche du
temps perdu, is then to present the temporal and virtual complexity
of signs and of life.

The Sign, the Subject and Power

The treatises Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus pursue the oppo-
sition between subjectivism and a genetic method on the level of a
theory of signification. This theory of signification is itself guided
by genetic principles.

Saussure’s theory of the sign introduced, as we saw, a rigorous
distinction between signification within language (based on the dif-
ferential value of the sign within the language system), and the
intended meaning of an utterance and the referential function of
the uttered sentence belonging to the sphere of speech (parole). This
immanence of language as an order of mutually defining terms
demarcates an ideal space of meaning where the sign joins a signi-
fier to a signified, thereby producing signification. Deleuze attacks
this semiotic idealism, but not in the first instance by stressing the
importance of communication - that becomes the argument of
Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus, where they propose
anoriginal theory of linguistic communication. In the 1960s, Deleuze
approaches semiotics from a metaphysical perspective, and more
specifically through his reading of Spinoza.

In Spinoza and the Problem of Expression (1968),? Deleuze proposes
an original triadic theory of expression opposed to the dualistic
theory of the signifier and the signified. In Spinoza’s metaphysics,
the attribute expresses the essence (i.e. the power) of divine substance.
In this relationship of expression the essence, or that which is
expressed, is not identical to a content (meaning, intention, signi-
fied) nor is the essence a thing: the power of substance is neither
identical to substance (a thing) nor is it the ‘content’ or ‘meaning’ of
substance. This notion, the expressed as distinct from the object
referred to, corresponds on the other hand structurally to Deleuze’s
own neo-Stoic ontology of sense. The concept of sense is also dif-
ferent both from the world of physical objects and from particular
contents or meanings. It constitutes the logical realm of what is
sayable and thinkable and which is derived neither from experience
nor from the physical order of the world.?
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This triadic concept of expression contains an argument for the
immanence of language that is more subtle than the dualistic ideal-
ism of Saussure. For the order of sense, of the thinkable, of the
expressed essences, is always dependent on the bearer of the essence,
or, in other words, on the reality that language ultimately addresses,
the substance in Spinoza or the real order of causes in the Stoics.
The sayable is for the Stoics, as we saw, an incorporeal reality. This
incorporeal reality is opposed to the corporeal reality of the ‘cosmos’
composed of bodies in interaction. To claim that sense is incorporeal
therefore also means that it is relative to or dependent on something
else which is corporeal.

This relativity of sense, its dependence upon a different, corpo-
real level of reality, has deep metaphysical and semiotic implica-
tions. For it means that theimmanence of language is never complete.
The semiotic account of language cannot be idealistic in the manner
of Saussure. Language does not constitute an entirely self-sufficient
realm.

This non-idealism further constitutes a crucial methodological
and metaphysical difference between Deleuze, on the one hand, and
Lacan and Derrida, on the other — two other thinkers who are some-
times labelled together with Deleuze as ‘post-structuralist’. They
see langliage as inhabiting a self-sufficient immaterial realm, gov-
erned by internal principles of organization. For Deleuze, by con-
trast, the immanence of language is always relative to a material
world of which it is the surface.

However, the triadic principle also means that Deleuze in his
early phase is far from being a pure philosophical materialist. A
materialist will try to say that thought or culture, or anything that
appears to possess an autonomous and immaterial status, is in
fact derived from and caused by material structures or processes,
whether physical or economic. Deleuze in his early thought does
not accept this materialist thesis of derivation or causation, but
affirms on the contrary that thought or culture has a structural
autonomy as an immanent genetic order (the serial order of sense).
At the same time, however, he conceives of this genetic order as
dependent on a physical reality outside of it. Sense is thus paradoxi-
cally both autonomous and dependent.

Now a shift of emphasis occurred in Deleuze’s thinking arising
from his meeting with Félix Guattari. For the latter is concerned to
articulate relations of power from a psychoanalytic perspective,
in terms of desire. Thus, using psychoanalysis to analyse politics
also has a reverse effect on their conception of psychoanalysis.
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Within this political context they articulate a new psychoanalytic
theory founded upon materialist principles: desire is then itself
conceived in relation to political power. Through his collaboration
with Guattari, Deleuze moves closer to materialism in that he comes
to see the realm of sense not only as dependent on the corporeal
world, but also as generated by material processes.

The emphasis of the theory of sense that they develop together
is nevertheless different from that of a more purely materialist
philosopher such as Marx. For Marx, the question was how to ac-
commodate consciousness and culture within a system that is basi-
cally socio-economic, thereby defining beliefs and actions in terms
of class relations (for instance, higher and lower bourgeoisie) and
mode of production (typically, feudalism versus capitalism). The
problem that emerges for Deleuze through his collaboration with
Guattari is very different. It is a question of how his genetic method
can be used to explain the surface of sense within a political frame-
work. In other words, the problem for Deleuze will be to account
for the genesis of the thinkable within a given political context,
where the thinkable is itself identical with a certain social reality.

This completely new account of social reality as comprising our
social categories and the content of cultural practices as a surface
of sayables and thinkables differs both from the Marxist theory
of ideology and from cultural semiotics. For the socially existing
sayable is not simply, as in the theory of ideology, an erroneous
representation of reality, a distortion: the socially existing sayable
is reality in a certain form of expression.

Nor are sayables and thinkables derived from semiotic cultural
systems of signification such as texts or images. The surface of sense
constitutes a specific ontological layer, a level of reality much deeper
than any such particular medium of signification.

This semiotic theory allows Deleuze and Guattari to take seri-
ously the claims made by the human and social sciences amounting
to a recognition of a sphere of ‘symbolic’ reality holding society
together. But they provide a completely new account of this ‘sym-
bolic’ reality that is non-reductive, i.e. it does not seek to reduce this
symbolic reality to something else, but, precisely because this
account is non-reductive, what it describes is no longer symbolic or
signifying, but expressive: the expression of reality as sense.

In the semiotic theory of Anti-Oedipus, sense is an ontological
realm engendered in social reality through the interaction of
two material forces, originating in the psyche and in political
power. These two forces are called ‘desiring production’ and ‘social
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production’. Through their interaction they produce a social level
of sense, constituting what is politically and socially thinkable.
In order to stress that this social level of sense is both politically
engendered by a material process and that it, nevertheless, pos-
sesses its own autonomous signifying reality, Deleuze and Guattari
call this level of social sense, the surface of inscription. Inscription
indicates, on the one hand, a material process of inscribing, and, on
the other, the reality of a signifying object, i.e. that which has been
inscribed.

In this theory, political power is the ability to inscribe what is
thinkable upon the social surface of inscription, but power can only
operate as inscription through the collaboration of desire. It is thus
through the encounter between desire and power that sense is
inscribed. This inscriptive encounter is part of a history of political
systems. Since power is manifest through inscription, this history
is also a semiotic history, that is a history both of the political cate-
gories inscribed and of the signifying effect of these categories
within social and political reality. Universal political history is thus
a history of shifting modes of signification, or ‘semiotic regimes’.
The semiotic regime now has a particular relation to sexual desire.
For it is by interacting with the mass of sexual desire within a
society that power becomes inscriptive, but this also means that the
surface of inscription in each semiotic regime will entertain a spe-
cific relation to desire. This relationship is now theorized by the
crucial but very difficult concepts of ‘code’ and ‘codification’.

This term is taken from linguistics where it indicates a set of rules
that enable speakers to communicate. The idea of a code is that it is
absolutely formal and thus governs all speech and every speaker.
However, the French word ‘code’ also means law, for instance in
the expression ‘the Napoleonic Code’. In Anti-Oedipus, the verb ‘to
codify’ means to spell out in a formal way the implicit rules of a
social practice. Deleuze and Guattari also bring a third meaning to
the term by associating the abstract character of this formal opera-
tion with the abstract quality of money entailed by the Marxist
concept of ‘surplus value’. In Marxist economic theory, the capitalist
derives from industrial production an economic gain, a surplus
value, but he fails to return this gain to the workers who produced
this value through their labour. He withdraws surplus value in
order to reinvest it, thereby allowing a concrete monetary gain to
come into circulation and become ‘capital/, i.e. money available for
reinvestment and which is not tied to any concrete property or
process of production.
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The withdrawal of surplus value is thus a moment in the genera-
tion of the abstract reality that is capital. This process of abstraction
is retained by Deleuze and Guattari when they speak of a ‘surplus
value of code’. Surplus value of code should not be understood as
involving an excess of codification, but rather a kind of abstract
reality very much like economic surplus value, and consisting of
socially produced sense. The surplus value of code is therefore
nothing other than the social reality of sense; it is a surface of
socially produced thought that has been withdrawn from the imme-
diate consumption of energy within society.

We thus come back to the link observed in Difference and Repeti-
tion between thought and ascesis or the interruption of a circuit of
energy. Just as the ability to generate abstract thought was depen-
dent on the withdrawal of energy from life and the creation of a
‘body without organs’, so the socially embodied thought, ie. the
surplus value of code, implies a storing up of social energy. This
genetic semiotics is thus also a philosophy of energy, of energy
being transformed into socially embodied thoughts and systems of
signification.

Politically, the constant collaboration of two types of energy,
power and sexuality, in the production of sense entails that the
social representations of power can never be explained in terms of
a particular direction of dominance. Desire and power are inter-
locked in one social machine. Deleuze and Guattari use the term
machine, social machines and desiring machines, in order to des-
ignate this character of socio-sexual energy: it flows through social
relations that organize power in certain ways, but power itself has
no centre and no reality outside of these flows, outside of this func-
tioning.* Power in itself is completely alien to representation. It is
not identical to any idea of power. It is not what the King has or
what his subjects endorse or grudgingly accept. It is a social energy
that permeates society.

This view of power is similar to the analysis of discipline in the
works of Michel Foucault, but Anti-Oedipus pre-dates Foucault’s
book on prison, Discipline and Punish (Surveiller et punir), by a few
years. So rather than speak of influence we should see Deleuze and
Guattari as working in parallel with Foucault and reaching similar
conclusions. In their sequel to Anti-Oedipus, the treatise A Thousand
Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari view Foucault as one of the great
social theorists. Another is the writer Franz Kafka.

The discussion of social semiotics thus brings us back to litera-
ture but now with a slightly different, political rather than ethical,
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perspective. Kafka is, for Deleuze and Guattari, the most accurate
social theorist, but in their book on his life and works they also see
him, as Deleuze had seen Proust, as the inventor of his own signify-
ing system or semiotic regime.

Kafka’s Semiotic Machine

The book, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, is a programmatic text
by Deleuze and Guattari, a text in which they enact an immanent
method within a well-defined and circumscribed field, namely the
life and works of the writer Franz Kafka. Deleuze and Guattari here
present a ‘semiotic regime’ or organizing principle of signification,
governing Kafka’s texts in such a way that it encompasses their
context of production, Kafka’s biography, the narrative structure of
his texts and his use of the German language. This semiotic regime
can be said to form a machine. A machine is defined in this work as
a parallel movement of desire and signification which is completely
self-sufficient. Nothing outside of the machine needs to be invoked
in order to explain how the machine works. A machine is thus a
perfectly immanent process.

Each’element in the Kafka machine, the components of his stories,
their language, their biographical and political context of produc-
tion, obey the same principle of movement and signification which
constitute the logic or mode of functioning of the machine. In the
machine there is no primary distinction between signifier and sig-
nified, form and content, inside and outside, desire and its object.
The logic of the machine is constituted instead by a principle of
connectivity that is neutral in relation to these distinctions: the
machine in its movement of desire and signification operates by
estabhshmg connections.

They arrive at the principle of semiotic immanence by applying
concepts from the linguistic theory of Louis Hjelmslev. In his theory
of signification, Hjelmslev started from Saussure’s distinction
between ‘signifier’ and ‘signified’ which he then sought to refine.
He found Saussure’s distinction too idealistic and not sufficiently
formal. To this end, he introduced the new terms form of content and
form of expression. Saussure had not explored in detail how the
meaning contained in the signified is organized, supposing that the
sign-units composed of signifier-signified would stand in a rela-
tionship of contrast within the language system and that this dif-
ferential relation would be sufficient to generate the meaning of
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each sign, and thus also to give content to each signified. Hjelmslev
argued that the differential principle that defines the sign in
Saussure’s theory should be carried further into an analysis of how
meaning is generated in language. In order to do so, one would have
to establish a parallel between the construction of sound and the
construction of meaning.

In the case of sound, a language defines within a sound contin-
uum certain sounds as meaning-bearers, the so-called ‘phonemes’.
The phonemes are the differences in sound that are sufficient within
that language to distinguish between words and thus to make a
difference on the level of meaning. In order to describe how a lan-
guage creates a system of phonemes out of the sound continuum,
Hjelmslev uses the image of a net casting a shadow on a surface.
The net itself consists of formal phonemic distinctions, pure sound
traits. The shadows cast by the net when it is held up above the
sound continuum demarcate sounds that will be phonemically sig-
nificant in the language, the actual phonemes. Whereas the net’ is
a scientific reconstruction, the system of phonemes traced by the
net in this model corresponds to the actual sound system of a par-
ticular language, i.e. its complete set of vowels and consonants.

If the image of the net and its shadow is applied to meaning, one
gets a more nuanced concept of meaning than that of the ‘signified’
that equals a unit of content within the sign. In applying the model
of the net, one can say that word meanings are generated when a
net of formal distinctions is held up above a ‘meaning continuum’
on which it casts a shadow.

The ‘net’ of formal distinctions is defined by Hjelmslev as a ‘form
of content’. The net of phonemic distinctions on the level of sound
is a ‘form of expression’. The model thus has six terms: form of
expression, sound continuum, phoneme, form of content, mean-
ing continuum and meaning. This six-term model differs from
Saussure’s dual concept of the sign in semantic terms: for it is now
not the coordination of meaning and sound within the sign that
constitutes the basic building block of language. Sound and meaning
are only coordinated once sound and meaning have been separately
generated as phonemes and meanings within the language.
Hjelmslev thus liberates the organization of meaning from its con-
finement within the sign, displaying a level of organization that is
radically internal to language.

Deleuze and Guattari use Hjelmslev’s concepts in isolation from
their context within the science of linguistics. For the problem of
semiotics that is explored in the Kafka book concerns a level of
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organization of signification that is prior to the order of signification
that we find in language. This prior level of organization is, like the
genetic order of sense in The Logic of Sense, a structuring or ordering
process. It is, however, not an ordering of sayables and thinkables, but
an ordering of the relationships that the human being can have to
the world. These relationships are sexual, political, linguistic and,
in a general sense, semiotic.

These different relationships are subordinated to a structuring
dynamic which we can call a ‘logic of desire’. A logic of desire is
different from a logic of sense in that it takes place on the level of
affect and sexual energy, considered as a field within which a
human being is connected with its environment. Desire is orga-
nized into a ‘logic’ because different kinds of relationship are coor-
dinated with one another in an ordered way.

The Hjelmslevian terms of form of expression and form of content
are now employed to designate two poles within this logic of desire,
two different kinds of relationship that desire establishes with its
environment. The form of content is the spatial and affective rela-
tion between a body and its surroundings. The form of expression
is a mode of representation - text or image - that this organization
of the body is correlated with at a particular moment.

Just as in Hjelmslev’s linguistic theory there is no direct relation-
ship of signification between form of expression and form and content
- since the form of expression relates to the sound continuum and
the form of content to the meaning continuum, and the ‘net’ does
not relate directly to the ‘net’ so to speak - equally for Deleuze
and Guattari the coordination of form of expression and form of
content is not a relationship of signification. The two are simply
coordinated. This coordination constitutes an a-signifying logic
of desire.

This logic of coordination is structurally analogous to the struc-
ture of parallelism in Spinoza’s metaphysics. The divine substance
expresses itself within the parallel modes of extension and thought.
The relationship between the two attributes is not causal, thus for
Spinoza an idea or mental representation cannot be the cause of a
physical action. In the Kafka book, the logic of desire coordinates
parallel forms of organization, of body (form of content) and ‘mind’
(form of expression) and there is no relationship of signification
between the two. The problems that ‘parallelism’ and the logic of
desire are meant to solve are not exactly the same in each case:
Spinoza criticizes a common-sense view of the mind as having
willpower over the body. Deleuze and Guattari seek to develop a



70 Cultural Semiotics

materialist semiotics, in which desire, in its dual logic of expression,
creates signification without, itself being the object of signification
and representation. Nevertheless the analogy is instructive: paral-
lelism is a strategy that serves to break the pragmatic connections
of cause and meaning that we establish within experience.

Following this materialist semiotic premise, Deleuze and Guat-
tari read Kafka’s texts in such a way that they are not seen to signify
or to symbolize an underlying problem of desire. Rather, they are
seen to enact a movement of desire, expressed as a particular semi-
otic ordering process, coordinating in the texts, movements of the
body and types of signification. This materialist semiotic strategy
of reading raises the question of how to counter the apparently
obvious symbolic, theological or psychoanalytic interpretations of
his texts. Kafka’s texts are often interpreted as symbolizing fear and
guilt: fear of his own father and fear of marriage, fear of the bureau-
cracy and of the state. They are seen to be full of oppressive situa-
tions that could be interpreted as expressions of guilt.

With their materialist logic of desire, Deleuze and Guattari seek
to overturn these symbolic interpretations. However, since their
own semiotics of desire is very close to psychoanalysis, they have
to define clearly how they differ from a psychoanalytic interpreta-
tion of Kafka’s life and work starting from the premise that Kafka’s
life and work display an ‘Oedipal’ rivalry with his father, and a
consequent problem of entering a stable heterosexual relationship.
Given Kafka'’s fear of his father, described at length in the unpub-
lished ‘Letter to my father’, and his protracted and well-documented
anxiety concerning marriage - he had a long but finally interrupted
engagement to Felice Bauer - there seems to be overwhelming bio-
graphical support for an Oedipal interpretation of either his life,
his work or both. Now, Deleuze and Guattari do not deny this. They
do not claim that Kafka’s life does not display an Oedipal conflict,
but they question the conceptual and explanatory role this conflict
should have in our readings of his life and work. They question the
commonly held belief that his texts are symbolic of this Oedipal
conflict. Instead they shift the focus away from the text-life relation-
ship towards an inverse life-text relationship and ask the very dif-
ferent question: what did Kafka have to do to transform this Oedipal
conflict into a condition of writing? Deleuze and Guattari believe
this problem of creation to be repeated within Kafka’s texts them-
selves through the logic of desire that they construct.

In Kafka’s stories, Deleuze and Guattari discover a treatment of
Oedipal desire within a semiotic machine. The machine is consti-
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tuted by a particular logic of desire, that is a particular coordination
of form of content and form of expression. The form of content
is a bowed head; the form of expression is a portrait: in the story
Metamorphosis, the protagonist, Gregor Samsa who has become
transformed into a beetle, at one moment glues himself with a
bowed head to a portrait of a woman on the wall. The form of
content (bowed head) and the form of expression (portrait) are
joined by this connecting movement.

In so far as desire circulates within this coordination between
form of content and form of expression, it constitutes a ‘desiring
machine’. The internal form of this particular desiring machine, the
common formal element coordinating form of content and form of
expression, is then at the same time a material factor influencing
the way that desire circulates in the machine. In this case this mate-
rial and formal element is that of a block or an inhibition. Both in its
physical enactment (form of content) and in its entry into the semi-
otic realm (form of expression) desire is blocked and inhibited: the
head is bent, the desired woman is obtained only as a portrait, as a
representation. The machine thus configures a doubly blocked
desire. It is blocked not with reference to an external impossibility
- recognition by the father, marriage, and so on. It is blocked inter-
nally, within its own immanent movement. It is blocked once as
bowed head and a second time as ‘imaginarization’, as the move-
ment of desire towards an imaginary object ‘portrait’ rather than
towards a concrete object, another person.

Desire in itself is here both a connecting synthesis (Anti-Oedipus)
and a line of flight (A Thousand Plateaus). A blocked desire is thus a
connection that is being made and a flight that does not take place.
This movement of desire characterizes not only what happens in
the stories but describes also the process of writing in Kafka’s life.
Through the concept of the desiring machine, Deleuze and Guattari
establish a semiotic principle with which to analyse the life-writing
relationship simultaneously from the point of view of life and from
the point of view of writing — and to do so non-reductively and
non-causally. Life and text are parallel enactments of the same
machine.

The key problem of Kafka’s life and writing process, as well as
of his stories, is thus how desire finds a way out, how it avoids being
blocked or turning sterile. This is precisely Kafka’s problem as a
writer within an Oedipal constellation: how to transform his men-
acing merchant-father into a condition of writing. This movement
of creative appropriation-transformation covers, as well, Kafka’s
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cultural and linguistic situation. He has to find a way of making
his marginalized position as a German-speaking Jew in Prague into
an aesthetic vantage point.

In the texts, this movement of escape is spatial. The dominant
vector in Kafka’s space is contiguity. The adjacent space juxtaposes
events in an order of contiguity opposed to the symbolic order of
ascendance towards a unitary principle such as God, the Father, or
the State. Another type of movement is one of transformation, as in
the stories of human beings becoming animals. These transforma-
tions have the character of a gradual movement of becoming
(devenir). In both cases, in contiguous physical movement and in the
continuous movement of becoming, the movement is immanent, it
is internal to its coordinates, it needs no real or symbolic end point
outside the movement.

Becoming animal absorbs and intensifies a previously given rela-
tion to a social environment. Kafka'’s struggle to conquer the space
of writing is similarly a process of becoming in which, instead of
confronting his aim or his obstacle directly, he gradually transforms
a situation of impediment into a state of creativity. In the face of the
father and the prospect of marriage he writes love letters to keep
the beloved at a distance, then he passes through the form of the
short story which is still a form of closure, until with the unfinished
novels he accesses a stream of writing that is not closed by any
external limit. Passing through the space of writing, Kafka changes
his relation to guilt and to his family. Inmanence is thereby con-
quered as a field that differentiates itself from its surroundings by
a simultaneous movement of withdrawal and absorption.

This movement is also immanent in a different, semiotic sense.
It constitutes an immanent trajectory of desire. What desire passes
through along this trajectory is constituted by and within this
movement as intensive, i.e. non-signifying, non-symbolic states. The
intensities that desire passes through on its way do not refer to
anything outside of themselves. The sense produced within the
texts itself consists of intensive states. What we do as readers is
equally to pass through these intensive states. The immanent process
thereby absorbs all aspects of the work: language, life, society,
textual events and images are parts of one movement of desire - and
this movement has no outside. All questions which arise from
Kafka's texts, whether ethical or political, are to be situated within
this movement. The success criterion of the creative process as line
of flight is whether it avoids an absolute withdrawal into self-
destruction or a sterile withdrawal into an imaginary realm. Kafka’s
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letters to Felice constitute such a dead end of desire. When, on the
other hand, desire is unblocked as a movement of writing, a passage
through language, language itself becomes a bearer of intensities
rather than a means of representation. With this opposition between
language as intensity and language as representation, Deleuze and
Guattari formulate a further, aesthetic and political, distinction
between classical and so-called ‘minor”’ literature.

To be a classical writer one has to have access to a central view-
point from which to represent the moral, cultural and political
structures of a society. Minor literature, by contrast, views society
from an oblique, marginal angle. It grasps the logic and the func-
tioning of society rather than its dominant categories and self-
images. With his drama Faust, Goethe created a representation of
middle-class values and dilemmas (morality and sex, thought and
action) in which subsequent generations of middle-class citizens
could recognize themselves. That made Goethe a classical author.
Joseph's Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, by contrast, depicts English
colonialism as a hell of barbarism and cruelty — and he can do so
because he produces specific intensive states within the English
language, liberating it from its conventional rhetorical virtues of
wit, elegance and satire:

)

They were dying slowly - it was very clear. They were not enemies,
they were not criminals, they were nothing earthly now, - nothing
but black shadows of disease and starvation, lying confusedly in the
greenish gloom. Brought from all the recesses of the coast in all the
legality of time contracts, lost in uncongenial surroundings, fed on
unfamiliar food, they sickened, became inefficient, and were then
allowed to crawl away and rest. These moribund shapes were free
as air - and neatly as thin®

The criteria for minority are twofold: language has to acquire a
non-classical intensity and the world has to be appropriated as an
immanent logic of desire rather than be represented according to
its own moral categories. The criterion for minority is thus not
membership in a minority. For a regional writer who ascribes a
group identity to himself nearly always risks becoming imprisoned
in a communal representation of himself and of his people - and
for Deleuze and Guattari collective identifications of this kind are
a way of blocking desire, not a means of creation.

Minor literature thus does not represent society but re-enacts its
logic of desire, thereby connecting the order of the unconscious and
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the structures of power in a given political context. This requires
that the writer establishes a direct and non-representational relation
to the desires circulating with the social realm. In order for lan-
guage thus to become a vehicle of desire, in order for it to enter into
a direct relation with the social body, the representational level of
language has to be broken down. Through this breakdown of rep-
resentation minor literature acquires a direct, or visionary relation
to social reality. The criterion of minority is thus not biographical
but ontological: minority literature is the re-enactment of a social
logic of desire, of what they call the social machine.

Kafka and the Social Machine

The movement of desire is by its very nature political, for desire in
Kafka's texts circulates through the social body, through the corri-
dors of power, through the legal system. Power itself is thereby
eroticized. A striking feature of Kafka’s novels is that meetings with
officials and with any other character often occur in places, such as
corridors and cellars, which are not the central or official places of
political activity. Often these places and meetings have a strong
erotic charge embodied in the women of the court and of the castle.
These women love indiscriminately the judges, the assistants and
the accused. Their desire is part of the political or legal institution.
Power thereby becomes directly involved in an erotic process which
has little in common with the representative function of judges and
officials.

Deleuze and Guattari thus take very seriously the expression, ‘in
the corridors of power’. What happens in these corridors is the life
of power. This life is desire. Erotic desire is just one element of
the desire that is enacted as power. This desire-as-power functions
primarily as a movement of connection. The novels pursue this
movement as an essentially open-ended process, the movement
of a social desire which can by definition never have an end. The
movement of Joseph K is that of an individual desire entering the
social desire of the court. The social machine created by Kafka is a
desiring machine which knows no outside. There is nothing that
could be merely private or personal and which the social connection
machine would not be concerned with.

Now, to depict power in this way is not to represent society but to
absorb and then speed up the movement that already determines con-
temporary social reality. Kafka’s novels exaggerate elements of social
reality and combine them into a new whole in which the social,
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sexual and spatial configurations of power are displayed and brought
out of control. Instead of criticizing society, Kafka’s novels are thus
machines which derail or deterritorialize the desire that circulates in
the social machine. This movement of deterritorialization works
through a semiotic principle of ordering that is called serialization.
The principle of serialization had already been applied to the phe-
nomenological concept of language and meaning in The Logic of
Sense. It is now used to mount an attack on the concept of a self-
identical individual subject: the notion of a subject that is only
real if it is embodied and it is only embodied if it exists as one, self-
identical, permanent individual. In the order of narrative this corre-
sponds to the construction of stable characters who stand at the
centre of the story, as both agents in the story and points of view on
the world of the text. Oedipalization similarly requires a certain
stability of individual identities and relationships: the father, the
mother and the child have, at least in the child’s mind, to occupy
relatively stable positions. Serialization works against both of these
principles of narrative identity and the structural stability of Oedipal
positions. Kafka’s novels The Castle and The Trial have fixed central
characters, K and Joseph K, but these characters are surrounded
by others who in their seriality refuse to enter fixed and stable
relationships.

These series tend to extend and to multiply. The court will have
an ever extending series of judges, the castle has an unlimited series
of officials and each element within a series can multiply by opening
up a new sub-series of connections. Second, the serialization of
characters disrupts the closure entailed by duality and triangular
relations. Dual and triangular relations are stable in the short stories
where the family is not inscribed within a larger political machine.
In the novels, the dual and the triangular relations are opened up
by the serial relations of the social machine in which any character
becomes inscribed. Third, the eroticization of the political machine
is itself serial. The young women who make love to the hero and
help him in his dealings with the authorities are part sisters, part
whores but they never occupy an Oedipal relation of parent or
spouse. They function as connectors, as points of communication in
the machines of the court and the castle.

This systematic serialization of social and sexual relations pushes
desire in the direction of ever further deterritorialization, making
desire more and more desire, operating increasingly on a plane of
connectivity and contiguity unbound by place and social function.
This open-ended connectivity slowly undermines the individual
identity of the central character-subject, detaching it from any



76 Cultural Semiotics

specific function or social position. Yet these characters are neither
able to affirm or endorse this gradual slipping away of their self-
hood. For, as Deleuze and Guattari wrote in Anti-Oedipus and will
continue to write in A Thousand Plateaus, desire is in essence ambiva-
lence, torn between a movement of ever greater uprooting or deter-
ritorialization and a reaffirmation of social identity against this
movement of destabilization. This contrary movement, which they
call paranoid-fascist in Anti-Oedipus, is also present in Kafka’s enact-
ments of desire.

Characters are not only serialized, they are also segmented, that
is, positioned and classified as socially well-defined individuals.
They occupy their positions and their territories, affirming their
particular functions within the social machine. The main character
will often be exempt from this segmentation as he comes into contact
with the social or legal machine at different points of its functioning
- K. is a surveyor without a clear assignment and Joseph K is a
citizen seeking knowledge about ‘his’ legal case. These characters
at the same time nurture a craving for certainty and social recogni-
tion, for a fixed identity in relation to the social machine; in short,
they seek to reterritorialize themselves within the social machine.

The same ambiguity, between a dissolving, deterritorializing
movement of desire and its contrary reterritorializing impulse,
exists within the social machine itself as a conflict between hier-
archical and socially well-defined relations, on the one hand, and
relations that are not as defined, spatial relations of connectivity
and contiguity, on the other. This ambivalence in the social machine
is not simply invented by Kafka but corresponds to a historical and
political reality. It expresses a condition of modern bureaucracy,
caught between an ancient hierarchical institution model of and a
modern mode of functioning based on the circulation of people,
information and capital.

We have thus arrived at a point where the critique of representa-
tion in its psychoanalytic and semiotic forms - the Oedipal schema
of interpretation, the Saussurean dualist idealism - have given place
to the description of Kafka's semiotic machine as it re-enacts a social
logic of power and desire. Re-enactment, connectivity, serialization
are the formal textual operations which articulate desire between
the poles of Oedipal and social definition, on the one hand, and
open-ended connection-repetition, on the other. This is not a repre-
sentation of desire since desire is not mapped according to thematic
- moral-social - divisions.
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A History of the Modern Subject

Semiotics, Servitude, Subjectivity

Anti-Oedipus presents an elaborate theory of political power and the
relationship between the individual and society. This theory situ-
ates the political question of obedience within an ontological account
of social reality. In this theory of social reality power and obedience
are analysed from a very different perspective from the one adopted
in classical political theory seeking to classify types of government
often with the aim of identifying the best, most just form of govern-
ment and use of state of power.

In Anti-Oedipus, power is not analysed as the property of the state
and its representatives. State power is instead analysed in terms of
how it functions. In Anti-Oedipus, power is a cognitive and semiotic
system. Power manifests itself as a cognitive and signifying system
through which a society is held together. This is why the theory of
power refers to a general ontology of society. According to this
ontology, societies always produce systems of self-representation
through which they ‘inscribe’ authority onto a semiotic surface of
sense. This process is engendered by and within an immense
process, a circulation of energy that encompasses every member of
social reality, all power, wealth and land. This energy process is the
basis of social reality, its material substance.

The semiotic surface of inscription is the self-representation that
this process produces of itself. Power becomes authority, that is,
becomes effective and binding on individuals only through this
semiotic process of inscription. Thus, the basic categories of society
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are not free-standing individuals and instances of power and
authority, but poles of energy relating to each other in terms of cat-
egories inscribed on the semiotic surface of sense.

The aim of this elaborate social ontology is ethical rather than
political. Concerned neither with justice nor with social change, the
theory of power that they present on the basis of this social ontology
is aimed at analysing the cognitive and semiotic effects of certain
types of power and authority upon the individual subject and to
show how and if it would be possible for us, living now, in Western
capitalist societies to relate differently, through different cognitive
and semiotic systems, to these forms of power and authority.

As Eugene Holland has shown,' Anti-Oedipus stands in a rich
twentieth-century philosophical tradition of thinkers who, combin-
ing psychoanalysis and Marxism, have sought to analyse the modern
individual as a site of oppressions that are in part self-inflicted.
Deleuze and Guattari differ from other writers in this tradition,
such as Marcuse, in their highly theoretical and epistemological
approach to both psychoanalysis and Marxism. They are thus not
seeking to combine a psychoanalytic theory of the mind with a
Marxist social theory in order to arrive at an all-encompassing
general theory of the economy and the unconscious. Instead they
produce a critique of psychoanalysis that serves as a means to
formulate their own theory of subjectivity. This theory of subjec-
tivity is elaborated within a larger critical, historical and semiotic
framework.

The elaboration of this framework is inspired mainly by Kant,
Marx and Nietzsche. What Deleuze and Guattari take from these
three thinkers is a perspective on the individual human subject as
being something produced and created. This derivative status of the
individual subject is different from the dependence of the conscious
on unconscious drives in psychoanalysis. Both Freud and Lacan,
who are the two psychoanalytic theorists at the centre of the discus-
sion here, assume a certain individualistic perspective within their
methodologies. This psychoanalytic individualism consists in
assuming that the individuals who are the objects of analysis and
cure also define the horizon of explanation within the cure. Thus,
neither social structure, historical conditions nor other layers of
reality that encompass the individual subject are allowed to domi-
nate the psychoanalytic explanation.

Deleuze and Guattari now advance the general charge against
psychoanalysis that their epistemological individualism has made
them the perfect spokesmen of capitalist societies and of the orga-
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nization of power within these societies. This attack is tempered by
the acknowledgement that psychoanalysis by becoming this voice
and symptom of the contemporary world also functions as a perfect
way of entry into the politics and ethics of oppression within capi-
talist societies.

In other words, psychoanalysis is a privileged object of study for
political theory because of its sophisticated negation of all the condi-
tions that shape the individual subject beyond the structure of its
own psyche, but the privilege of psychoanalysis stretches further
than this. In fact, Freud and Lacan have with their theory of the
Oedipus complex correctly identified the nature of subjectivity
under capitalism.

What they have not correctly understood, however, and what the
social ontology and historical and semiotic analysis of Anti-Oedipus
will set right, is that this form of subjectivity is itself a surface phe-
nomenon, the outcome of a complex historical-semiotic process. The
subject is the effect of a process and hence the concept of the subject
cannot serve as an ultimate explanatory principle or form the
horizon of an analysis of itself!

The argument of Anti-Oedipus is thus rather complex in that it
involves at least the following three strands:

1 a semiotic and ontological theory of power;
2 a genealogical account of modern subjectivity;
3 an epistemological critique of psychoanalysis.

Thus, (1) the semiotic and ontological theory of power forms
the basis for (2) a genealogical account of modern subjectivity
developed through the prism of (3) an epistemological critique of
psychoanalysis.”

As this summary makes clear, the ethical and political dimen-
sions of Anti-Oedipus are embedded in arguments that are either
ontological, semiotic or epistemological. The focal point of these
arguments is the concept of the subject. The following discussion
presents the general argumentative structure of the book while
devoting particular attention to the genealogy of the subject and the
semiotic theory of power on which it is grounded.

Political Theory

The originality of Anti-Oedipus, within political theory, lies in articu-
lating the relationship between state and citizen on the unconscious
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level of sexual energy and analysing the encounter between this
energy and the state as a relation that is only possible if society
produces a surface of inscription or sense on which it can define its
own categories of authority, thereby signifying and representing to
the members of society the form and meaning of obedience.

This is the theoretical framework of Anti-Oedipus, but the precise
political question concerning obedience, that is the question of why
members of a society obey the laws and the state, can itself be for-
mulated in two opposing ways. It can either be formulated as a
question of justification: why is it rational for citizens to obey the
state? Why is it in their best interest to do so? This is the Hobbesian
version of the question, the version that continues in the ‘social
contract’ tradition that culminates with Hegel. This tradition under-
stands the social realm and political power as being in need of a
justification and it appeals to the notion of individual rational self-
interest as the ground for this justification. If one can show that it
is better for the individual to obey the state than not to, one has
presented a case for authority, one has presented the force of political
rule as a common good. This is not the version of the question that
is endorsed by Deleuze and Guattari.

Their question is not why it is good to obey, but, given that obedi-
ence, docility, and social conformism cannot be part of our nature
as bearers of free or unbound and directionless sexual energy, how
then could we have become the adapted, law-abiding subjects that
we undoubtedly are? This is a Nietzschean version of the problem
of obedience. Nietzsche thought that the development of morality
was a development against our nature, or against our instincts, and
that the emergence of morality in human history thus required an
explanation that would account for this departure from our nature.

The question of obedience is further given a particular historical
angle by Deleuze and Guattari. The past two hundred years of
capitalism have produced a growth of parliamentary democracy
and individual freedoms, as well as an erosion of traditional forms
of authority. How then can it be that the modern individual or
subject under capitalism is so law-abiding, apparently so happy to
conform to the requirements of the society and of the market? Their
answer to this question, put simply, is: because the modern subject
is one that has learnt to say no to its desire. The modern subject is
autonomous, outwardly, but in relation to itself and especially in
relation to its own desire, it has learnt to exercise severe control.

This modern subject is exactly like the sexual subject theorized
by psychoanalysis as having gone through the Oedipal complex:
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desiring his mother, the boy learns that the position of lover in rela-
tion to this desired object is already occupied, namely by his own
father. The boy therefore hates his father as a rival. The boy must
learn to overcome this aggression. He can do so if he can realize
that he may transfer his desire from the mother to other women,
and thus that he too can occupy the structural position of the father,
i.e. the position as lover and as father, but in relation to another
woman. The transformation of aggression into identification also
implies that the boy accepts the father’s sanctioning of his own
desire for the mother, thereby to some extent taking over this sanc-
tioning authority and exercising it towards himself. For Deleuze
and Guattari, the Oedipus theory and the subject it describes are
exemplary of the condition of subjectivity under capitalism.

A further set of questions, however, remain: why would capi-
talism produce the Oedipal subject, and how? In response to these
questions, Anti-Oedipus develops an argument with many different
strands and components. If we focus on the question of how the
Oedipal subject is produced, we can perhaps divide this part of the
argument of Anti-Oedipus into two separate accounts. One concerns
the nature of the psyche, the difference between desire in its natural
state and desire once it has become channelled through the Oedipus
compléx. A second account concerns the political implications of the
Oedipal subject within capitalism.

The general argument concerning modern subjectivity is the fol-
lowing: a subject is produced through ‘Oedipalization’ of sexual energy.
This Oedipal transformation takes place within the family and is
conditioned by the family. The Oedipal process is a change from an
immanent to a representational channelling of sexual energy, a
move from desire existing as a circuit of energy to a representa-
tional system of desire in which it is correlated with a determinate
and differentiated social space. Within this representational space
the subject is able to identify different individuals with a determi-
nate social identity, i.e. father, mother and itself. This process of
transformation also entails the production of a subject within the
psyche who identifies itself as a social individual.

This new subject occupies an ambiguous position in relation to
its own sexual desire: within the psyche it occupies the position of
a law-giver, but at the same time it is able to transgress, at least on
an imaginary level, the law that it has given to itself: i.e. it defines
as incest, hence as forbidden and transgressive, the sexual act with
the mother, but since this act does not take place, the incest is only
imaginary. Yet as the subject comes into being precisely through the
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rivalry over the mother as object of desire, it has to position itself
in relation to this imaginary incest. Thus, the Oedipal subject is a
subject who lives in constant fear of its own imaginary crime. There-
fore it is also a subject who is eager to keep itself in check, to censor
and to control itself.

This inclination towards self-control in turn fills a social and
political vacuum. For the capitalist state is weak, and capitalism has
eroded the conventional forms of authority that would create order
ina pre-capitalistic society. Capitalism erodes state authority because
it replaces one signifying system with another. It replaces a system
of codification and representation of the social realm with a purely
formal system of equivalences which is not representational.

A pre-capitalist state produces a system of representation through
which it can codify and represent all practices and all desires within
its domain. Therefore the authority of the pre-capitalist state is
embodied in this system of representation. For only within a system
of representation is it possible to codify desire. Capitalism, however,
relies on a principle of formal equivalence, equivalence between
price and merchandise, between the value of the merchandise and
the labour time consumed in producing it, and so on. These rela-
tionships of formal equivalence are not representational or signify-
ing, they are abstractly formal. Capitalism erodes authority because
it uproots or deterritorializes the representational sign system of the
pre-capitalist state.

The state under capitalism is weakened by this deterritorializa-
tion. It is threatened by a collective mass of sexual desire that has
not been codified, for desire is, in the political theory of Anti-Oedipus,
the primary object of control and the object on which political
power as codification is first of all exercised. The reterritorializing
capitalist state thus gives itself the task of codifying desire. Since,
however, it is not itself equipped with a codifying machine, the task
of codifying desire is transferred to the family and further to the
individual who constructs the Oedipal subject as a mechanism of
codification.

In the rest of this chapter I will try to elucidate this political and
semiotic critique of the subject, by separating further the different
components of the account.

Critique

The social and psychological theory of Anti-Oedipus is formulated
through a critique of Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis. The
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notion of ‘critique’ as I use it here refers to the way the term is
defined, on the one hand, by Kant and, on the other, by Marx. In
both these authors, ‘critique’ does not consist in arguing directly
against an adversary, but is a much more complex and indirect
procedure. Critique is a form of analysis that examines a certain,
usually conventional and common sense, mode of thought in order
to lay bare its underlying assumptions. These assumptions are con-
ditions of that mode of thought, but nevertheless, they are not, indeed
cannot, be made explicit within that thought itself. Critique thus
implies an element of revelation. A mode of thought is criticized
when assumptions that it was unaware of but which are its neces-
sary conditions are brought to light.

This critique of common-sense thinking as based on unconscious
assumptions and conditions thus also implies a complete change of
perspective in relation to the perspective of common sense which
is usually non-reflective, spontaneous, non-theoretical.

Critique in this sense is the precursor of the twentieth-century
‘critical theory’ of Adorno and Horkheimer and of French post-
structuralism in so far as these intellectual movements aim at
replacing a common-, , and in both cases, individualistic view
on the world with a more complex theoretical account of reality in
which the individualistic perspective has its own, limited, place. For
Deleuze, the common-sense point of view is identified as the
representational perspective on reality. In Anti-Oedipus, he and
Guattari seek to produce a materialist critique of the representation-
alist perspective and its cognitive models, as these methods are
exemplified by psychoanalysis, and more precisely by the theoreti-
cal description of cognitive processes within psychoanalysis.

The critical method employed in Anti-Oedipus to uncover the
underlying assumptions of this psychoanalytic theory of the psyche
combines elements of Kant’s transcendental critique of reason and
Marx’s materialist critique of so-called ‘classical political economy’,
ie. the liberal economic theory of Adam Smith and David
Ricardo.

Kant’s transcendental method seeks to uncover the universal
logical and cognitive presuppositions of all empirical, and espe-
cially scientific, judgements about the world. These presuppositions
cannot be validated by those empirical scientific judgements
themselves. Only a separate account, a transcendental critique,
can show how the empirical use of reason operates. Marx’s critique
is historical and materialistic. It examines the central concepts of
classical economic theory — money, value, labour - and argues that
these terms derive their meaning from a historical and economic
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structure of production which classical economic theory is unable
to account for. The critical method adopted in Anti-Oedipus has
traits in common with both Kant’s transcendental analysis and
Marx’s historical materialism.

Psychoanalytic theory, as developed mainly by Freud and Lacan,
is examined in great detail in Anti-Oedipus so as to make explicit its
underlying organizing principles. Some of the basic principles of
psychoanalysis are endorsed by Deleuze and Guattari:

1 The psyche consists of sexual energy that it processes without
the intervention of conscious thought.

2 Sexual desire is the object of repression within the psyche
and this repression originates in an internalized instance
of authority.

These principles are both, according to Anti-Oedipus, true, but their
truth is not fully known or explained by psychoanalysis itself. For
instance, psychoanalysis fails to consider the historical conditions
of psychic censorship or repression. The English word ‘repression’
is ambivalent in this context. On the one hand, it translates the
French word ‘refoulement’, itself a translation of the German ‘Ver-
driangung’, referring to the operation of censorship within the
psyche. On the other hand, ‘repression’ can refer to the social pres-
sures exercised against desire and sexuality within the bourgeois
family. Deleuze and Guattari produce a critique of ‘repression’ in
both these senses of the word. It concerns precisely the relationship
between these two kinds of repression - the relationship, in other
words, between psychic censorship and the social control of
sexuality.

The claim that psychoanalysis is unable to conceptualize the
political dimension of this social repression of desire constitutes the
Marxian dimension of their critique. They also argue that psycho-
analysis is incapable of adequately analysing the internal logical
and cognitive relations produced by and within the unconscious.
This is the Kantian dimension of their project.

Kant not only sought to establish the domain about which we
may legitimately produce judgements, that is, the domain over
which our logical categories may range without producing unverifi-
able statements; he also sought to analyse the contradictions we
produce when we apply these categories outside of the empirical
realm. One area in which it is almost inevitable that we overstretch
our cognitive faculties is the area that we ourselves are, namely our
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inner life. For Kant thinks it is very difficult for us to realize that
the inner life is an empirical reality and thus subject to a law of
dispersion: what is empirical can never appear except as spread out
either in space and time (outer sense) or in time only (inner sense).
Therefore, we want to attribute to the succession of mental states
that make up our inner life, a substantial unity. This would not be a
material unity, the unity of a body, but the unity of a spiritual thing
or soul. This spiritual thing is then easily assumed to possess the
properties ascribed to the soul by Christian theology, the properties
of indivisibility, immateriality, permanence, and so on. However,
the assumption that our inner life possesses this kind of substanti-
ality and the subsequent attribution of metaphysical properties to
this substance are operations of a completely different nature from
the simplicity and unity they seek to articulate. Just as empirical
experience for Kant is constructed out of a combination of categories
applied to a sensory manifold, so the application of these categories
outside of the sensory realm also involves a series of separate steps.
By analysing these successive steps, Kant presents a genetic account
of the operations that produce the idea of a substantial self:

From these elements [the categories], at least through composition,
spring all the concepts of the pure doctrine of the soul, without any
other principle being cognized in the least. This substance, merely
as an object of inner sense, gives us the concept of immateriality; as
simple substance, it gives us that of incorruptibility; its identity, as an
intellectual substance, gives us the personality; all these points
together [alle diese drei Stiicke zusammen)] spirituality.?

In thus producing the Idea of a substantial Self or Soul the mind
transcends what is empirically given in inner and outer sense; it
makes a transcendent use of the categories. Kant calls this transcen-
dent use of the categories a ‘paralogism’.

Deleuze and Guattari argue that the construction of an Oedipal
subject within the psyche entails a similar constructive process,
passing through a series of discrete steps which in their composi-
tion produce a new entity, which is a socially defined subject of
desire correlated with a whole person, or discernible individual, as
object of desire. As in Kant, this process involves the use of cogni-
tive operations — the syntheses through which sexual energy is
processed in the psyche. As in Kant, these syntheses must in order
to produce the Oedipal subject be led away from their normal func-
tioning within their own domain (the circuit of sexual energy in
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the psyche) in order to be assigned a transcendent use (correlation
with discernible individuals). They call this use of the syntheses of
the psyche its ‘paralogisms’.

This appropriation of Kant constitutes a first step in a genetic
critique of the subject, an analysis that seeks to show that the Oedipal
subject is not a natural given but the product of a genetic process.
The next step in this critique is a history of signifying systems seen
as a condition for the cognitive and semiotic structure of the Oedipus
subject. This step in their critique is established through an appro-
priation of Marx’s critique of the individualist principles of classical
political economy and of so-called German Ideology, the term
Marx uses to designate contemporary social philosophers such as
Feuerbach and Stirner.

In Marx’s theory of society, economic activity, social relations and
political systems are conceived as belonging to one overarching,
and historically specific, socio-economic structure. Within this
structure, what one could think of as separate activities or levels of
reality are in fact never separate but only become intelligible in their
historical meaning according to their place and role within the total
socio-economic structure. It is the main point of Marx’s critique of
so-called classical political economists such as Adam Smith that
they failed to see this structural interdependence between different
layers of society and the economy and thus treated economic activ-
ity separately from the configuration of social relations, i.e. the
division of labour and relations of property, on which economic
activity is founded according to Marx’s conception of the socio-
economic structure.

Marx’s social philosophy is based on the premise that all human
activity is intelligible. No thing is ever beyond the reach of under-
standing, but also no thing is ever intelligible in isolation, as it
appears immediately to an individual. For Marx, immediacy is the
relation to the world of an abstract individual, i.e. an individual that
has not become intelligible against the background of historical
conditions that define that individual. The socio-economic embodi-
ment of this abstract individual under capitalism is the private
property holder.

Now the primary target of Marx’s critique of classical economy
and liberal political philosophy is the notion that this private pro-
perty holder should be considered the origin and universal condi-
tion for economic activity. Thereby what is an effect is taken to be a
cause and a particular historical condition, bourgeois industrial
society, is taken to be a universal economic condition. Marx does
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not deny that individual economic agents play an important role
within a capitalist economy, but his critique consists in asking what
the existence of such individual agents presupposes on the level of
social organization.

In parallel to this critique of classical political economy, Marx
attacks German social philosophers such as Stirner and Feuerbach
who had sought to analyse social relations from the point of view
of autonomous individuals and in particular from the perspective
of these individuals’ subjective and self-conscious positioning of
themselves in relation to society. Thereby, they too reverse the order
of explanation and treat as a natural given and a first principle what
is in fact an effect, a historical product. For in Marx’s view, even
ideas and mental activity are real and part of human history in so
far as they are a function of economic activity and of the social rela-
tions surrounding economic activity: ‘The production of ideas, of
conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with
the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the lan-
guage of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of
men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their material behav-
iour.” This materialist conception is not adopted directly by Deleuze
and Guattari, but the critical principle that ideas, mental activity
and the inner life are historical products and not natural givens and
that they therefore cannot figure as principles of explanation is
taken over directly in Anti-Oedipus. It is thus the critical aim of Anti-
Oedipus to show that nothing ever begins in an individual subject.
No decision or agency which can be ascribed to an individual
subject is ever intelligible simply as the decision or agency of that
subject. This is a continuation of the critique of the subject under-
taken in Deleuze’s previous works. If there is a subject, this subject
is a site of affects and processes and a result of other processes.

The structure of Anti-Oedipus is shaped by these critical tasks, to
define the historical conditions of social and psychic repression and
to uncover a transcendental logic of the unconscious, conceived as
a cognitive apparatus. Deleuze and Guattari’s critique of psycho-
analysis, and of the Oedipal Subject which Freud theorizes, thus
involves a series of steps.

First, they formulate a theory of the psyche as a cognitive appa-
ratus. Second, they show how this cognitive apparatus, under the
effect of social pressures enacted by the family, is transformed so
that it produces the Oedipal Subject. Third, they analyse the histori-
cal and semiotic conditions of this Oedipal Subject through a theory
of capitalism that is adapted from Marx. Fourth, they connect the
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transcendental and the materialist argument by asking the ques-
tion: why does the Oedipal Subject emerge within capitalism? This
fourth argument goes beyond the framework of critique sketched
so far in that it does not just point to an underlying - cognitive,
semiotic or social - structure or process, but involves establishing
a link between completely separate types of argument and domains
of reality. The inspiration for this fourth, and most ambitious, part
of the argument in Anti-Oedipus is taken from Nietzsche.

In his On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche undertakes a histori-
cal and cultural critique of moral psychology. The object of this cri-
tique is moral conscience. He asks the question: what does it mean
to have moral conscience? But he does not ask this question in the
abstract, he asks it in the context of a general theory of human
beings, or anthropology. He thus asks, what does it mean for beings
like us to have moral conscience? He assumes that we are beings
driven by raw and spontaneous instincts, beings, therefore, for
whom the kind of memory and reflexivity that conscience implies
do not come naturally. The morality of guilt and responsibility is
thus a movement against our own nature. But how then, Nietzsche
continues, was it possible for us to develop conscience and morality
if this was not in our nature? He argues that a long development
within the entire history of humanity was necessary for this cul-
tural and psychological structure to take root. He answers that
humanity had to be taught memory. It had to learn to remember its
own acts. This could only happen through the repeated experience
of corporeal punishment and severe violence inflicted on the human
body. The memory of each individual has thus been put in place
through a process of learning that passed from generation to gen-
eration, forming a collective cultural educational process. Nietzsche
calls this critical perspective genealogical.

A ‘genealogy’ is normally a map of one’s ancestors. A genealogi-
cal critique looks at the ancestors of one’s psychological instincts
and moral beliefs within a collective cultural memory. This genea-
logical perspective entails the notion of a cultural memory that has
a longer time span than that of individual societies or epochs. Gene-
alogy is thus a trans-historical method. It does not just look at how
something evolves through history but at how something is sedi-
mented in cultural memory through the survival of past cultural
forms within new social conditions. The trans-historical genealogi-
cal perspective is crucial for the overall structure of Anti-Oedipus.
For it is only through such a genealogical framework that the tran-
scendental and the materialist arguments can be fused into one.
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The further implication of the genealogical perspective on moral-
ity is that moral conscience and self-reflection are not universal and
ideal structures. They are the products of a specific, historical and
material, process which transformed the animals that we are by
making them turn their own vital instincts against themselves,
thereby producing an ‘inner life”.

Every instinct which does not vent itself externally turns inwards -
this is what I call the internalization of man. It is at this point that
what is later called the ‘soul’ first develops in man. The whole inner
world, originally stretched thinly as between two membranes, has
been extended and expanded, has acquired depth, breadth, and
height in proportion as the external venting of human instinct has
been inhibited.*

This intimate conceptual link between self-negation and interiority
is a guiding idea also in Anti-Oedipus. Before entering into a more
detailed exposition of the Oedipalization argument, it is necessary
to turn to Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis which is the initial
object of critique in Anti-Oedipus.

The Social and Logical Critique of Psychoanalysis

There are three different strands in Deleuze and Guattari’s reading
of psychoanalysis. First, there are elements in psychoanalysis which
they take over and transform, such as the principle of the un-
conscious and the theory of repression: the unconscious processes
sexual energy and internalizes mechanisms of censorship and
control. Second, according to Anti-Oedipus, psychoanalysis correctly
describes a structure of desire in the theory of the Oedipus complex.
This Oedipal theory at the same time reflects a particular historical
condition, namely the position of desire within society under capi-
talism. Psychoanalytic theory is not, due to its ahistorical and
idealistic and hermeneutic method, capable of understanding its
own place within history. Third, the psychoanalytic cure is to be
replaced by a schizoanalytic treatment which will not aim to rein-
tegrate the subject into society but will interact directly with the
unconscious. It will seek to liberate libidinal energy from the socially
adapted personality structure of the Oedipal ‘system’ of control in
order for this energy to be released within social reality as a revo-
lutionary force. We shall now look mainly at the second level of
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their reading, the way in which psychoanalysis adequately reflects
a specific historical type of desire.

The socially defined individual with a definite personal identity,
in other words, the concept of a separate and identifiable person, is
analysed by Deleuze and Guattari as a category which is alien to
the flow of sexual energy in the psyche but which can become
imposed on the psyche through a specific process of transforma-
tion. The flow of desire in the psyche fixates itself only on particular
sensations and physical encounters with other bodies. Neither these
sensations nor these encounters are represented in the psyche as
belonging within the organized structures of identifiable individual
persons. For the psyche constitutes an immanent circuit of desire.
The relations that it produces therefore do not correspond to the
logical grid of identification and differentiation that the representa-
tion of the individual person requires.

In other words, the sensations that desire flows through are not
logically ordered and the correlates of these sensations are what
they call partial bodies rather than whole, socially identified persons.
The name for immanence within this circuit of desire is the
‘machine’. The machine is a relationship between desire, sensation
and a part of the environment which can only be felt and thought
from inside its coordinates and the energy that runs through them.
This machine-desire corresponds exactly to what Freud calls the
polymorphous perversity of infantile sexuality. Freud characterizes
infantile sexuality as being either auto-erotic or directed towards
others, and as being oriented towards body parts taken in isolation
from the rest of the body rather than towards whole people. This
polymorphous sexuality is epitomized in the act of sucking in which
individual body parts are singled out for attention:

A portion of the lip itself, the tongue, or any other part of the
skin within reach - even the big toe — may be taken as the
object upon which this sucking is carried out. In this connection
a grasping-instinct may appear and may manifest itself as a simul-
taneous rhythmic tugging at the lobes as the ears or a catching hold
of some part of another person (as a rule the ear) for the same
purpose.®

For Freud, normal sexual development is one which leads away
from this polymorphous desire and auto-erotic excitability, towards
a goal directed, we could say, intentional structure of desire, aiming
towards intercourse with a person of the opposite sex. Thus an
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infant desires indiscriminately, itself or parts of itself and parts of
other objects, but normal development culminates in the constitu-
tion of a sexuality in which one person desires another person with
the aim of intercourse. Desire is thereby defined by the alternative:
either a relation to a whole individual (normal heterosexual be-
haviour) or a deviance from this norm (perversion).

There is in Freud’s writings an ambiguity both with regard to
relations of authority between individuals occupying a definite,
either superior or inferior social position, and with regard to the
moral perceptions of sexuality in the society in which he wrote. He
is aware of relations of authority as it applies to his own case - he
is sensitive to the issue of his own social position as a Jew for
instance - but he is at the same time reluctant to perceive social
structures of authority within the family and within society as a
whole as contributing to the aetiology of a patient and thus as part
of a psychoanalytic account. His views on morality are similarly
ambivalent. As a scientist he seeks to bracket moral prejudices on
sexual behaviour and he is well aware that his discoveries and theo-
retical claims may be socially and morally controversial. He thus
sees sexuality as opposed to existing social norms, but, within the
cure and the case studies, he never appears to challenge the moral
authority of people occupying a social position of power. Apart
from his own generally cautious and conservative mentality, he is
prevented from challenging existing social structures and moral
conventions for theoretical reasons, namely because of his deeply
held belief that the psychoanalytic explanation has to be internal to
the mental apparatus, i.e. to the productivity of the unconscious as
it battles with repressed wishes. In psychoanalysis, this means that
social authority is never allowed to become an explanatory factor,
and that the repression of desire is always to be seen as a censorship
carried out in and by the psyche, accomplished by an internal
agency within the unconscious.

This principle is one of the main objects of criticism in Anti-
Oedipus. If the unconscious is only understood from within the
horizon of its own representations, it is seen only as a field where
these representations occur and not as a process of production in
which sexuality is directly involved with authority and power. Anti-
Oedipus thus argues that the principle of explanatory autonomy of
the unconscious leads to an idealism of the unconscious, obscuring
the social reality of desire. They seek to overcome this idealism by
analysing the psyche within a materialist, genetic and semiotic
framework.
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Anti-Oedipus also challenges Freudian analysis at an ontological
level. Freud assumes that the category of the socially defined indi-
vidual, the person possessing a definite identity within the family
and within society, constitutes the natural correlate of desire. It is
only if the subject, perversely, stays within infantile sexuality or
goes through the Oedipal complex unsuccessfully, that desire
remains attached to parts of the body or has other sexual aims than
intercourse. This reproductive conception of sex treats as natural
what is in fact the product of a social process of production, accord-
ing to Anti-Oedipus. Freud identifies the reality of unconscious
sexual energy, but confines this energy within a concept of a socially
integrated individual. Deleuze and Guattari form the project of
returning to the nature of desire as a reality that undermines the
identity of these socially defined individuals.

At the same time as taking socially defined individuals as the
end point of treatment, the starting point for explanation and the
normal result of socio-sexual development, Freud accounts for
the internal dynamics of the psyche in terms of energy and systems
of competing agencies within the psyche. Freud thereby shows alle-
giance to two different scientific paradigms: the psyche is a system
of energy but the psyche is also a cognitive system operating very
much like conscious, rational agents. The principle of the uncon-
scious does not solve the conflict but maintains it since the uncon-
scious is conceived by Freud as a system existing within an
individual. At the same time, the individual is represented within
the system as an ‘I’ (Ich), seeking to assert control over the other
forces and agencies in the system.

The psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan solves some of the method-
ological tensions arising in Freud’s theory from his concept of the
socially defined individual. Lacan opposes the ontological category
of the social individual to a purely structural concept of the subject
of speech which is never identical with its embodiments in actual
social individuals. The subject is also very different from Freud’s
concept of the rational ‘I’ as we will see.

Lacan defines the subject by distinguishing it from what he calls
the ego. The ego is engendered by an imaginary and narcissistic
relation to itself. The subject, by contrast, constitutes itself through
language as a relation to others. It follows that the subject cannot
be constituted within the inner space of feeling and introspection
but has to be understood within a structure of intersubjectivity,
situated within an Oedipal triangle. This Oedipal triangle is,
however, not identical to the social and empirical structure of rela-
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tions within the family. It is an ideal structure of representation in
which the subject defines itself unconsciously in relation to a figure
of paternal authority, the Name of the Father, in Lacan’s terms. The
subject itself is also not a person or an individual but a function and
a position within this structure of representation.

To become a subject depends on entering a space of intersubjec-
tivity which Lacan calls the symbolic order and which he identifies
with language: when we enter the scene of language, we engage
others in a relation of reciprocity. Or more precisely, when we use
language, we relate to ourselves as beings defined by our relations
to others. Apart from this reciprocal structure, the subject has no
actual physical being or reality. To be a subject is to hold a certain
position within language with regard to desire, as this desire is
posited in relation to (the structural function of) paternal authority.
As the subject is merely a position within the symbolic order the
only agency we can refer to in the subject is the symbolic ordering
process itself which Lacan calls the ‘signifying chain’.

The formalism of this theory of the subject is evident in Lacan’s
re-interpretation of Freud’s case history of Senatsprisident Schre-
ber. This patient suffers from a delirium of persecution, involving
the belief that the human race is doomed unless he, Schreber, is
transformed by God into a woman. For Freud, this illness can be
explained as resulting from a repressed homosexual desire origi-
nating in Schreber’s relationship with his father. For Lacan, on the
other hand, Schreber’s state of being is determined by his incapacity
to enter the symbolic order. He is not simply, as Freud says, repress-
ing something (a homosexual desire), he is operating a much more
fundamental denial. He forecloses (German: verwerfen) the transcen-
dental condition of symbolization on which intersubjectivity, and
thus subjectivity, depend. Lacan calls the primary signifier the tran-
scendental function of language which demarcates this symbolic
realm. It is this primary signifier which is foreclosed by Schreber.
Foreclosing his entry into the symbolic order, Schreber excludes
himself from common social reality and develops his own reality,
his own system of beliefs, outside of the social world.

The discussion of Lacan in Anti-Oedipus is centred on the con-
cepts of foreclosure and the symbolic order. Deleuze and Guattari
approve of Lacan’s formalization of the Oedipus complex because
it introduces a distance to the social form of the reproductive indi-
vidual which Freud treats as a natural given, but they argue that
Lacan’s formalization does not go far enough. It is still based on the
triangular structure of the family — even if the members of that
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structure are reduced to functions. Lacan’s concepts of foreclosure
and the symbolic order also preserve the political implications of
Freudian analysis — shared by medical psychiatry — namely, that
mental illness is seen as a loss of reality, a withdrawal from a shared
social world into a closed, private realm of delirium. The concept
of foreclosure simply translates this common-sense and scientific
opposition between madness and social reality into a formal model.
For Lacan, we are all a little mad because we have to relate to what
we cannot symbolize (the real), but as long as we have entered the
symbolic order we are at least safely within social reality. The psy-
chotic, on the other hand, has left this social reality behind and
retreated into the world of his own imaginary inventions.

On the other hand, Lacan’s formalization goes too far, according
to Deleuze and Guattari, in denying the social and material reality
of the unconscious. Desire for Lacan is ineffable; it equals a non-
being whose only manifestation is its own distorted presence within
the signifying chain. This idealism of desire and the signifying
chain means that the Oedipal structure is socially non-specific. The
authority that the subject has to confront in order to posit its desire
within the symbolic order is never a concrete social authority,
but the formal authority of the father as a function within the
structure.

At this point there is a leap in the argument of Anti-Oedipus, a
movement from a meta-critique of psychoanalysis to a transcenden-
tal, materialist and genealogical critique of its central ontological
categories of the individual and the subject. It will turn out that
Freud’s individual and Lacan’s subject correspond to two different
aspects of the modern Oedipal subject as it is uncovered by this
threefold critique. The critique of psychoanalysis is thus only a
route towards a much deeper, ontological and historical problem of
the genesis of the modern subject and the modern individual. We
can now begin to retrace the steps of this more fundamental cri-
tique, starting with their own theory of the psyche.

From the Psyche to Oedipus

Deleuze and Guattari follow Freud in conceiving of the psyche as
a cognitive system processing unconscious sexual energy. Accord-
ing to Freud, this energy is translated into thought by being articu-
lated through the semantic power of words. The ‘dreamwork’, the
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transformation of a repressed wish into a distorted representation
as a dream image, is a manifestation of such a process of translation.
For the dream-thoughts that the dream images are transformations
of, correspond exactly to a verbal formulation of those thoughts -
hence the pervasive emphasis in psychoanalytic theory and practice
on the distortion of words in jokes and ‘forgetfulness’.

In the theory of the psyche presented by Deleuze and Guattari,
the unconscious channels sexual energy directly within logical rela-
tions without the mediation of words. It produces these relations
through a series of logical operations which they call syntheses.
These syntheses produce a cognitive as well as sexual relation to
reality, i.e. something can be known or desired in reality because
the psyche has produced a certain kind of relation to that thing.
Because energy becomes thought directly, as a result of an activity
operating on energy itself without the mediation of words, the
psyche is a cognitive apparatus but it is not dependent on a semantic
or signifying process. The unconscious does not symbolize. This
constitutes a fundamental difference between their theory of the
psyche and that of Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis. The
psyche is not a field of representation but a process of desiring
production. This opposition between the psychoanalytic principle
of representation and this concept of desiring production is extended
further through an argument derived from Spinoza.

In Deleuze’s interpretation of Spinoza, the concept of truth is
defined with reference to the metaphysical principle of immanence.
Divine nature produces reality, immanently, within itself. Ideas
themselves are part of divine nature. To understand the truth of an
idea is thus to understand the idea in so far as it is produced within
and expresses the cause of divine nature. This principle of imma-
nent production is in Anti-Oedipus applied to desire and its relation
to social reality: desire is a system of production, producing within
a larger system of production that is society. What is produced
always simply is what it is, that is, energy that circulates, creating
connections and enabling further productions.

The paradigm of production is a development of the genetic-
expressive method from the Spinoza book: in thought, the correct
procedure is to move from a productive principle to what it pro-
duces, and not the other way around, from a phenomenon in experi-
ence to its conditions. We saw that this opposition distinguished
Descartes’ reflective method from Spinoza’s genetic method. For
Deleuze, the principle of production is always defined in relation to
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a principle of reflection. The principle of reflection states that one
begins with what is given in experience, Cartesian ideas, Freudian
dreams, and starts reasoning on the basis of these phenomena: is
my idea true? What does the dream mean? The productive principle
sidesteps this moment of reflection by seeing what is manifest in
experience not as a starting point but as the result of a productive
principle that can be known independently of these particular
effects.

This principle of production leads to a critique of explanatory
reductionism in psychoanalysis, the attempt to explain the mani-
festations of desire with reference to an underlying structure of
desire. Both Freud and Lacan elaborate sophisticated reductive
models of explanation. Activities and signs are led back to a system
of normal behaviour and deviances in Freud or to a dialectic of
representation and the non-representable in Lacan. For Deleuze and
Guattari, the immanence of desiring production implies that no
manifestation of desire carries a signification. Desire simply is what
it is; it does not imply or mean, or refer to, some underlying struc-
ture that has to be revealed through psychoanalytic interpretation.
Thus, the cognitive dimension of desiring production is the imma-
nent logic that it produces, but this logic is not hidden like the
dream-thought that has to be uncovered by interpretation, accord-
ing to Freud. To think is, as Deleuze said in his book on Spinoza,
to develop an object in thought. Thought in Anti-Oedipus develops
the logic of desire.

The opposition from the early work between an immanent field
of relations and a representational field of judgement is taken up
again in Anti-Oedipus and applied to the transformation of desire
within the Oedipus structure. Desire thus exists in two modes,
either as a direct relation to reality or as mediated through repre-
sentations of individuals with a definite social identity. This opposi-
tion is symmetrical to the opposition between social authority,
embodied in the personality structure of the Oedipal subject, and
pure desiring production manifest in schizophrenia. The Oedipal
subject has an indirect relation to its own desire. Desire is mediated
and channelled through an unconscious representation of the child’s
relation to its mother and father. This representation in turn is con-
ditioned by negation, as the boy’s representation of the mother as
an object of desire is inseparable from his representation of the
mother as a forbidden object of desire. Thus, the boy’s own desire
becomes closely linked, within his representation of it, to the sanc-
tioning of that desire by the father.
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The Oedipal trajectory further consists for the boy in overcoming
the hatred he feels towards his father by transforming aggression
into identification, overcoming his own inferiority by realizing that
he too can be a sanctioning authority, a powerful father and husband,
a heterosexual subject. Because of this dynamic of reversal and
identification, the boy comes to identify with the sanctioning author-
ity itself, endorsing it to the point of building his own subject posi-
tion upon it. He defines his relation to the object of desire and his
position within social reality upon the negation of his own desire
and the parallel identification with a paternal position and figure
of authority. It is this profoundly negative model of desire in the
Oedipal model which is both praised and criticized in Anti-Oedipus:
praised as an accurate description of the modern subject, criticized
as the celebration of that subject and of its negative self-relation.

The more technical aspects of this critique of psychoanalysis
involve a transcendental analysis of the Oedipus complex con-
sidered as a structure of representation. The negation of the mother
as sexual object presupposes that the mother is identified as a mother,
ie. as a certain kind of individual with a precise social identity
defined by her position within the family. The negation involved in
the representation of the mother as forbidden object involves, on the
one hand, an irrealization of the object and presupposes, on the other,
the notion of a social individual with a definite identity within the
family. Desire does not spontaneously relate to parts of reality
within a representational grid that would allow it to identify some-
thing as an individual with a specific social identity. This is what
has to be explained and which psychoanalysis, on the contrary,
takes for granted. The mother is identifiable by the unconscious as
mother, as an individual who is an adult, i.e. who is not a child, who
is female and different from the father because the unconscious has
learnt to apply a set of logical operations that allows it to identify
and differentiate between individuals. In its logical and cognitive
argument, Anti-Oedipus undertakes to analyse the dependence of
desire upon the Oedipal representation of desire within psycho-
analysis, as a transcendental problem, centred on the question: how
can the psyche be made to operate so that it identifies individuals
and differentiates between them according to a principle of social
identity? This analysis amounts to explaining how desiring produc-
tion is Oedipalized, how, in other words, desire comes to function
within a grid of representation. Ultimately the account of this
process will be historical, but the first step in the argument is logical
and transcendental and involves simply the question of how the
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psyche must function as a cognitive apparatus if it is to identify
social individuals and differentiate between them.

The psyche in its primary mode of functioning operates through
three syntheses. The first of these is a process of selection called
connective synthesis. It is the most basic way in which the psyche
establishes a relation. In its primary or minimal form, this selection
operates upon bodily fluids. Just as many of the societies studied
by ethnographers attribute special roles to bodily fluids and excre-
tions, so also are these the primary materials of the psyche in Anti-
Oedipus. To defecate, urinate or menstruate are actions that embody
a logical operation: a stream of some substance is interrupted at
certain intervals, thereby a selection is made, and a distinction is
established between the stream and the selected part. The psyche
produces relations because it can apply this formal operation of
cutting into a stream also within other domains.

The connective synthesis manifests itself as a selection which
correlates some part of the material world with some part of the
body. This relation is called a machine, as in the example of an
infant sucking the mother’s breast. This situation is described as a
cutting machine coupled to a milk-producing machine. The example
illustrates several properties of the connective synthesis:

1 The machine forms a circuit of desire. The pleasure produced in
the infant is inseparable from the concrete process that takes
place between the mouth and the breast.

2 The selection of the breast is self-sufficient and non-represen-
tational. The infant does not need to know who the breast
belongs to.

3 The machine is serial. The mouth forms one machine, and the
breast another, and the fingers which may be holding onto the
breast at the same time form yet a third, separate machine.

Desiring production thus works through self-sufficient circuits
coupled onto other circuits. Desire works through the particular
machines that are available for it without referring to a central
instance, such as a subject that would coordinate the machines and
express itself through them. Equally, there is no object of desire, for
the notion of an object implies temporal continuity and a set of
determinations through which it can be identified as an object
of a certain kind. Yet a machine needs neither to know what it
selects nor whether the machine it is coupled to is of a certain kind
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or has a definite identity. The immanence of desiring production
thus renders the terms of subject and object in their usual sense
superfluous.

The second synthesis constitutes a step-up in logical complexity.
It is called the disjunctive synthesis. The disjunctive relation does not
operate directly on a given material as the connective synthesis
does. For in order for a disjunction of alternatives to emerge it must
first have access to a logical space in which to operate. There must
be a medium in which alternatives can co-exist as alternatives. This
presupposes a space of coordination within the psyche. This space
of coordination is a medium which is not confined within the par-
ticularity of individual sensations. It is a moment of indifferentiation
preceding all articulations of elements into a set of relations. This
non-differentiated medium is a transcendental horizon of the
psyche, a primary virtual space which must be presupposed before
scattered elements can be assembled. This horizon is called the body
without organs.

The body without organs is further characterized as a surface of
inscription. On this surface, sensations are stored and recorded as
pure psychic intensities. The disjunctive synthesis records the selec-
tions made by the connective synthesis as alternatives co-existing
simultaneously in the unconscious. The disjunctive synthesis is
thus not exclusive but inclusive; it maintains the alternatives without
choosing between them.

When desire runs through these intensities, a part of its energy
is as if ‘left over’ in the psyche. A portion of energy is stored which
does not correspond to any particular intensity but to the capacity
on the part of the psyche to feel its own intensities, its own sensa-
tions. This constitutes the third synthesis, the synthesis of conjunc-
tion. The synthesis of conjunction produces a subject, an I-function,
in which each intensity, each recorded sensation is recognized as
belonging to that I. This subject is never assigned a fixed place
within the psyche. For it is immanent within the desire that circu-
lates in the disjunctive synthesis, which in turn derives its intensi-
ties from the operation of the connective synthesis. Thus, desiring
production produces its own subject, but a subject that cannot step
outside of production, a subject which is internal to desire. This
subject therefore also does not correspond to any individual or
personal identity. It is a migrating I-function, a nomadic subject
accompanying desire as it passes through the intensities inscribed
on the body without organs.



100 A History of the Modern Subject

The Paralogisms of Desire

Now, the Oedipal transformation of desiring production consists in
the following. Desiring production, which is neither representa-
tional nor oriented towards the form of the individual person,
becomes moulded within a logical space of representation so that it
will direct itself towards whole individuals. For this to be possible,
the three syntheses must be transformed so that they no longer
operate as connection, disjunction and recognition but as logical tools
for discerning and identifying social individuals.

As we saw, Deleuze and Guattari call the steps in this transfor-
mation of the cognitive apparatus of the unconscious, paralogisms.
Kant uses this term to designate the genesis of an Idea of the self
as a spiritual substance. We never actually experience such a Self.
Thus, for us to form the Idea of such a substantial self we have to
construct it by transforming categories of experience to that which
we cannot experience. In a similar way, Deleuze and Guattari claim,
the unconscious can learn to apply its syntheses outside of normal
desiring production in order to construct a whole individual as
object of desire and to identify itself as a socially defined subject.

The paralogism argument accounts for the difference between
desiring production and ‘Oedipal subjectivity’. It has five parts. In
other words, there are five ‘paralogisms’ or transcendent logical
operations within the psyche. Properly speaking, however, not all
these paralogisms are in fact mental operations. Only the first three
are mental operations, each correlated with one of the syntheses of
the unconscious. The other two apply to the personality structure
and social identity of the Oedipal subject that is thus constructed.

The first two syntheses of desiring production presuppose each
other. The connective synthesis operates on fragments and the dis-
junctive synthesis of recording constitutes a serial ordering of inten-
sities derived from these fragments. Neither the selection operated
by the connective synthesis nor the ordering of intensities are rep-
resentational so that any one intensity or fragment is made to signify
another. In the vocabulary of semiotic codification, the primary
processes of the psyche are non-codified. The psyche in its original
mode of functioning is a-signifying. It orders brute sensations and
thoughts without organizing this material as a language.

The first paralogism consists in transforming the synthesis of
connection so that it becomes representational; from simply cutting
and connecting, it will operate a categorial distinction between
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objects within its environment. The category that it learns to employ
is that of gender. By implication, the first synthesis thereby also
begins to orient itself towards whole individuals as opposed to
body parts as only whole individuals can fall within the category
of gender. Use of the gender category is, needless to say, an impor-
tant condition for entry into the Oedipal complex: there can be no
rivalry with the father over the mother as sexual object if gender
remains unspecific as it does within the primary production of
sensation where masculinity and femininity are simply zones of
intensity upon the body without organs. The first paralogism intro-
duces a categorial demarcation upon these intensities.

The second paralogism builds on and reinforces the first. It trans-
forms disjunction from being an a-signifying coordination of inten-
sities to being a procedure of logical differentiation. This process of
differentiation applies to individuals who are constituted as clearly
demarcated and discernible in relation to one another. Disjunction
thus moves from being inclusive - either A or B or both - to becom-
ing rigid or exclusive - either A or B but not both. The operation of
differentiation can now be applied within the category of gender
distinction acquired through the first paralogism so that the psyche
is now seen to possess the necessary logical operations to produce
the Oedipal family representation: you are either a boy or a girl and
you are defined in relations to parents who are either father or
mother.

The first two paralogisms define the logical presuppositions of
Oedipalization (gender specification and differentiation). In the
third paralogism, this analysis is continued, but at the same time a
different problem is introduced: that of the relationship between
social production and desiring production in the constitution of an
Oedipal subject.

Within desiring production, the third synthesis produces a
subject of sensation, but this subject is not identified as an ideal self
or a whole individual. It is an I-function that is immanent within
the states of intensity that desire passes through. On the body
without organs it holds no fixed position. It is trans-positional and
nomadic. The third paralogism transforms this nomadic subject
into a subject who is a social self, who identifies itself as belonging
to a definite race, group and class.

This process has different components. It originates in desire
but it concerns the social determinations of the family. The argu-
ment in the third paralogism is that, from the point of view of
desire, the family is never a closed or self-sufficient unit. It is always
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constituted by a relation to social reality as its condition of existence.
The psyche works through these social conditions of existence of
the family so that the child invests its parents with a definite social
identity by locating the family within a social hierarchy. The
Oedipus structure is therefore completed when the child, in identi-
fying with the father, also identifies with the father’s social identity
in terms of class, race, region, etc. Through this process of identifica-
tion the child ascribes a definite social identity to itself. It takes over
the social distinction that defines the group to which the family
belongs and applies this to itself, thereby differentiating itself from
others. The paralogism of the third synthesis thus transforms a
nomadic subject into a socially determined subject. Within the
Oedipus structure one learns to say no to one’s own desire, one
learns to establish sharp logical distinctions and to apply those
distinctions to oneself within the social realm. The Oedipus complex
is now considered part of the codification of desire by social produc-
tion through inscription.

The fourth and the fifth paralogisms are not transformations of
a particular synthesis, from an immanent to a transcendent use, but
characterize the whole Oedipus complex as a logical operation in
the psyche. The first three syntheses constitute a representational
space within the psyche. This representational channelling of desire
signifies, from the point of view of the social control of desire, that
it has become receptive of codification. The fourth paralogism
makes this process explicit. Social production cannot operate on
desiring production directly as a repression of desiring production,
or, in other words, for desire to become the object of semiotic codi-
fication desire must enter the form of representation. The social
repression of desire thus presupposes a transformation of the desir-
ing machine into a structure of representation. The Oedipal complex
is this representation. The Oedipus structure thereby functions as
a passageway between internal censorship of desire and social
control of desire. This also means that the Oedipus structure trans-
forms social repression into a psychological process that consists for
the psyche in internalizing political power and refiguring it as an
instance of authority and psychic repression within the psyche.

Whereas the fourth paralogism displays the social function of the
Oedipus structure, the fifth paralogism serves to close the model of
this structure around its own representational status, thereby
masking its social origin. In the fifth paralogism, the Oedipus struc-
ture is represented to itself as the pure product of a representational
relationship between desire and parental figures. The fifth paralo-
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gism thus designates the space and function of psychoanalysis
within the constitution of the Oedipus complex.

Social Production and Capital

The critique presented through the paralogism argument is situated
within a larger, historical and materialist framework that draws
indirectly on Marx’s theéory of production. Whereas Marx’s theory,
as we saw, is socio-economic, the social theory in Anti-Oedipus is
genetic and semiotic. It is a theory of how society constitutes a self-
generating process of production, called ‘social production’. The
concept of social production has in common with Marx’s economic
theory of production that in both cases the concept of production
is a fundamental genetic principle that precedes and ultimately
accounts for the relationship between individuals and society.

For Marx, the process of production has a definite historical char-
acter, characterized by a particular mode of production, such as
feudalism or industrial capitalism. Each mode of production estab-
lishes a specific division of labour, and as a consequence particular
relations between classes. Deleuze and Guattari do not follow Marx
in proposing a structural model of this kind. Social production does
not differentiate between groups or types of activity but encom-
passes the whole social realm in so far as the relationship between
desire and power is coextensive with social reality.

However, their account of social production under capitalism
follows Marx's theory of ‘capital’ quite closely. For Marx, ‘capital’ is
the outcome of an historical and economic process of development.
It is a structural concept characterizing a whole set of relationships
within a particular mode of production. The first part of Das Kapital
is an attempt to define the concept of economic value within the
capitalist mode of production by examining various stages in the
generation of wealth, beginning in manufacture, continuing with
trade and ending in financial investment. This development is char-
acterized by a movement of increasing abstraction: capital itself is
defined as abstraction from any material substance; it is the ideal
manifestation and circulation of economic value detached from the
bonds of land, social obligations and political authority.

For there to be capital, there must first of all be commodity pro-
duction: goods must be manufactured with the purpose of being
sold. A farmer who makes tools for his own use does not produce
commodities. Second, the exchange of commodities must have
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acquired the level of abstraction that is implied by money. A barter
economy does not identify the money form as a formal equivalent
of all commodities independently of their individual qualities.
Third, the process of economic exchange must become independent
of the immediate context of consumption. This third level of abstrac-
tion allows capital to come into play as a process of self-generating
wealth. As capital, wealth is by definition in circulation. In so far as
capital is in circulation, it is independent of any individual circum-
stance, whether a person, a concrete portion of wealth - such as a
factory - or a nation-state. Capital is by itself international.

This transgressive and abstractive dynamism of capital implies
a non-conventional form of causality. In one sense, capital is the
product of capitalist activity, just as, in one sense, labour is the source
of wealth and production, but according to the economic totality in
which capital becomes what it is, capital is its own causal principle. It
is the action of capital itself which generates a movement of ever
increasing capital accumulation. This causal principle is the logic of
capital; it is a drive towards accumulation and growth internal to
capital itself as capital ‘wants’ and pushes towards ever more pro-
duction and circulation.

Capital is thus the ultimate subject of capitalism, in so far as
capital contains the principles that workers and capitalists must
conform to when they enter the market - the worker to sell his
labour force, the capitalist to derive profit from this labour force.
This abstract and autonomous logic of capital is made possible
by the abstract and formal nature of all the elements of capitalist
production. For the constituents of capital - labour, commodities,
money - are all defined by formal equality. Capital itself as the
process and logic of accumulation presides over the entire set of
equivalents within production and exchange and thus constitutes
the ultimate definition of value. Capital is therefore the end point
of a historical abstraction process. It defines value abstractly and it
is itself an abstract reality, different from any concrete portion of
wealth.

Historically, the abstract movement of capital under capitalism
entailed a breakdown of those social and political bonds that held
feudal society together. For Marx, capitalism is therefore politically
ambiguous. It produces freedom from feudal bonds but is also a
source of new kinds of subjection and exploitation. This ambiva-
lence is at the centre of Deleuze and Guattari’s analysis of modern
society and of the subject emerging within that society. They take
over Marx’s theory of capital as the outcome of a historical process



A History of the Modern Subject 105

of abstraction from material attachments and conventional forms of
authority. They call this process deterritorialization, indicating a
movement of detachment from any dependence on a particular
piece of land, or national frontier. The deterritorializing force of
capital is a dynamic principle that distinguishes modern industrial
societies from all previous societies. Capital deterritorializes politi-
cal and social power, i.e. authority. It undermines the power of the
state apparatus and transfers the origin of social production from
agencies of power to the delocalized logic of capital. It introduces
an abstract logic of exchange and equivalence as the completely
formal - they say ‘axiomatic’ - set of principles determining all
activities within the social realm. In order to see the full implica-
tions of this process in their social theory we must first look at their
conception of history.

Universal history delineates three ways in which desiring pro-
duction is organized within social production. The end point of
history is the point where desiring production is separated from
social production, due to the erosion of conventional social author-
ity under capitalism and to the autonomy of the individual within
the bourgeois family.

Each period is further characterized by a specific type of social
production. Social production is the articulation of social relations
according to a given principle of power and distribution. This prin-
ciple is inscribed on a surface of sense called the socius. The socius
is a body of inscription analogous to the body without organs
within desiring production. The semiotic part of the theory lies in
the claim that a part of the economy that circulates in economic
production and social relations is inscribed on the socius as the
origin of power and wealth. This inscribed origin is then manifest
within social life as authority, as the ‘semi-divine’ source of produc-
tion. Power only becomes binding as authority when it is inscribed
in this way on the socius.

In the simplest type of society, the so-called barbaric society, the
socius is the earth. This is a tribal society with no central state that
would regulate the relationships between tribes. In such societies,
communication between tribes is an essential feature of the social
life within the tribe. The politics of these societies consists in an
articulation of relations between tribes in relation to relations of power
within the tribe. Social production is thus a relation between rela-
tions. The alliances created by the circulation of women in inter-
tribal marriage are organized in relation to the blood relations of
lineage.
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The articulation of these two relations with one another is what
has to be inscribed as the origin of power and status. Social produc-
tion in the tribal society is the generation of status and power
through the coordination of alliance and lineage. The social inscrip-
tion of this production takes the form of ritual. The earth as socius
is not inscribed directly, however, but the material substance of the
tribe, the collective body of its members, is treated as the continua-
tion of the earth, as a material ground of inscription. Rituals then
inscribe on the body of the tribe members the relationship between
alliance and lineage. Thereby, the tribe members enter a direct rela-
tion to social production. Social production inscribes itself as vio-
lence and writing on the body without the mediation of social
institutions and without the coordinating influence of a state.

Deleuze and Guattari emphasize that the primary form of poli-
tics before the invention of statehood is one that is not regulated
within a contractual system of reciprocal relations but depends
instead on a brute form of power politics. For a contractual system
implies a type of representation and codification of the social realm
of a higher order of abstraction than the direct, physical inscription
of the socius that characterizes the pre-state society. Such a repre-
sentation presupposes statehood. The invention of the state thus
signifies the creation of an indirect, representational mode of gov-
ernance and control of the social realm, enabling a formal regula-
tion of social activity on the plane of bureaucracy. On the level of
alliance, which marks the passage from a system of blood to a social
system and which is therefore the crucial feature of social produc-
tion, the surplus value of code has an essentially, and necessarily,
non-reciprocal character, according to Deleuze and Guattari.

This argument is formulated in direct opposition to the anthro-
pologist Marcel Mauss, a student of Durkheim. Mauss and Durkheim
were concerned to argue that the foundation of the social bond is
rational in a double sense, as being both scientifically intelligible
and grounded in rational collective behaviour. For Mauss, this
meant that the practice of aggressive gift-giving (potlach), which is
one of the best-known instruments for generating prestige in pre-
state societies, was a proto-form of a contractual, hence, reciprocal
and rational social relationship. As Mauss says: ‘The obligation to
reciprocate constitutes the essence of the potlach, in so far as it does
not consist in pure destruction.® For Deleuze and Guattari, this is
a very important theoretical issue. For if the legal representation of
society, in which society is seen to constitute a space of collective,
reciprocal rationality, can be applied to societies without a state, this
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representational view of the body politic will have become natural-
ized. They argue against this position in the version given of it by
Lévi-Strauss in his theory of marriage alliance. They argue that so-
called ‘exchangism’, a Maussian conception of alliance as a recipro-
cal relationship, distorts the nature of social production in a pre-state
society.

Against this ‘exchangist’ view they argue that in tribal societies
the social inscription, i.e. the generation of surplus value of code is
based not on reciprocal relationships but on asymmetric, political
and economic relations epitomized by the notion of debt: The ratio-
nale of potlach is to render others indebted to one. This is not simply
a demonstration of power, but the constitution of a semiotic value,
a surplus value of code, since the debt relation is doubly signifying:
it signifies a social relation and it signifies wealth and power. Reci-
procity, on the other hand, is only possible within a regime of rep-
resentation for it requires the semiotic homogenization of the social
realm. Tribal society, by contrast, is the exact opposite; it is the
foundation of the socius on asymmetry as the basis for surplus
value of code. The passage from the first to the second period, from
pre-state to state societies is thus marked by an increased level of
abstraction, a homogenization of the social realm from the point of
view of a centre imposing a representational system of regulation.

This new regime, which they call the ‘despotic regime’, they see
as characteristic of archaic states. The archaic despotic state is the
state that realizes the very principle of statehood in its most pure
and radical form. Despotic rule is characterized by an extreme cen-
tralization of power and government, enacted through registers and
protocols with which the state surveys the activities of the ruler’s
subjects. The state symbolically and effectively absorbs society and
dominates it. Power is bundled in a point which is represented
within society as its unifying centre. Whereas the earlier social
formation controlled desire by the codification implied by ritual and
marriage without any central authority to coordinate this codifica-
tion, despotic society emerges through an act of coordination of
pre-existing codes. Deleuze and Guattari call this process ‘over-
coding”: on top of existing social rules the despot establishes his
own system of centralized legislation. Whereas power in the earlier
society was instable, power is now scrupulously maintained.

By centralizing power in the figure of the despot, this type of
society produces a new political and psychological category, namely,
authority. Whereas the clan elder would have status or prestige as
a direct result of social interaction, the despot has a claim to respect
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that transcends any particular rule or interaction. The figure of the
despot thereby constitutes a form of authority which is not derived
from any concrete process of social exchange.

In the barbaric society no bureaucracy can fix or impose the
meanings of rules and rituals. The meaning effects produced by a
ritual are instead both direct and polysemic. They are part of how
society works but do not require a specific interpretation. What is
inscribed on the human body is not the equivalent of a spoken word
and what is seen in a ritual is not the translation of a specific rule.
Despotic rule, on the other hand, introduces administrative require-
ments of transparency: Rules must be understood in order to be
applied. The administrative procedures originating within the des-
potic regime require a strict equivalence between writing and
speech so that the direct visual encounter with the thing talked
about, as in rituals, is rendered superfluous.

Under the despotic regime, desire is thus separated from its
direct investment in social production through the representational
‘over-coding’ of social exchange and desiring production. In tribal
societies, ritual would establish an identity between desire and
social production, whereby desire invests the ritual at the same time
as the ritual seals the belonging of the individual to the social body.
This direct process of inscribing desire onto the socius is rendered
superfluous by the representational machine of despotic codifica-
tion. There is therefore in the despotic state no direct manifestation
of social production and no immediate encounter between desire
and the process that codes it. The direct relation between power and
desire is replaced by the mediation of representation. Over-coding
means that desire is inscribed onto the socius through a semiotic
system of one-to-one or ‘bi-univocal’ representation.

Now the transition from the despotic state to a capitalist state
entails an even higher order form of abstraction. Whereas the rep-
resentation of over-coding is still in the service of a state apparatus,
the completely formal process of abstraction that Marx theorized as
the logic of capital is not bound by any form of social authority or
state power. Society is no longer held together by material bundles
of social power. Society itself becomes a fluid process of exchange.
This leaves open the question of how modern capitalist societies
control themselves, how they impose order on their subjects, in
short, how they control desire. This is where the process of Oedi-
palization shows its historical importance: For Oedipalization is the
internalization of authority, creating a subject that obeys itself, by
learning to negate its own desire, rather than an external law. Thus,
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the Oedipus complex, as it is imposed on the psyche through
the paralogisms, reterritorializes the authority that capital has
deterritorialized.

The Politics of Subjectivity

The central political thesis in Anti-Oedipus is that the separation
between the logic of capital and socio-political authority, a separa-
tion which seems to grant unlimited freedom to the individual
subject, is in fact accompanied by a previously unseen collaboration
of desiring production in the construction of authority and social
control. The political and economic separation of the two regimes
of production, produced by the deterritorializing logic of capital, is
thus, paradoxically, combined with their identification on the level
of desire. In capitalism, the semiotic codification of production is
carried out to a very large extent by the individual subject through
the Oedipal structure.

This paradox of a freedom leading to greater servitude within
industrial modernity is a very common theme in post-Nietzschean
social theory. Foucault’s theory of the disciplinarian society and
Adorno and Horkheimer’s dialectic of enlightenment are versions
of this argument. The originality of Anti-Oedipus thus does not lie
in having identified this ambivalent nature of freedom in modern
societies but in the theory of desire and power which justifies this
thesis in their argument. For within the context of desiring produc-
tion and its relation to social production the problem of political
freedom is primarily sexual, arising from the use we make of libidi-
nal energy. Political freedom is won or lost at an unconscious libidi-
nal level before we come to be active as conscious cognitive and
decision-making subjects.

The universal history in Anti-Oedipus is the genealogy of the
Oedipal formation of self-imposed authority. The historical thesis
is that the Oedipus structure as a system that controls desire is
universally possible but that it can only unfold under capitalism.
The genealogical method entails a layering of historical conditions
within the present. This means that the origin of the modern,
Oedipal subject lies in a series of earlier stages of historical develop-
ment. For the second, despotic, period develops politically what the
Oedipal subject will produce subjectively — namely, a representational
system of authority. The despot transcends the laws that he imposes.
This has the consequence that the semiotic system of over-coding
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or social representation points to the despot as an ultimate meaning-
giver transcending the system that he grounds. This transcendence
within a system of representation corresponds to the modern
Oedipal subject as theorized by Jacques Lacan. In Lacanian psycho-
analysis, the subject can only enter language, constitute itself within
the symbolic order, by confronting paternal authority which founds
and transcends this symbolic order. The genealogical truth of
Lacan’s theory is therefore not universal but historical, according to
Deleuze and Guattari. He has accurately revealed what constitutes
the misery of the modern human being, i.e. to live under the shadow
of authority structures developed at an earlier historical stage,
within despotic rule.

However, the central point in the argument — how it is that desire
becomes tied to authority under capitalism; in other words, how it
is that authority is internalized - is not explained genealogically by
the mere survival of the despotic regime of representation. It requires
an account of how the relation between desiring production and
social production changes in the transition from despotism to
capitalism.

Within desiring production, the manifestation of this bond
between desire and social production is fear. Despotism produces
fear in all its subjects. Fear is the mechanism through which social
production enters desiring production in the despotic regime. The
Oedipal subject maintains this internalization of social production
as fear but changes its object. Since the subject is no longer con-
fronted with despotic authority, it can now only fear itself. Isolated
from social production by the bourgeois family and the veil of
Oedipal representation, it directs its fear towards its own desire in
so far as this desire implies a threat to the moral order that the
subject has imposed on itself. This dynamic implies the notion of
the Oedipal incest as an imaginary transgression which keeps the
subject in fear of itself. We may say that this modern Oedipal subject
relating to itself and to its desire through imaginary representations
is Kant and Sade in one. Within the Oedipal scenario of a repressed,
and hence imaginary, incestuous desire for the mother, the subject
fears what it represents as a transgression of the law that it has
imposed on itself.

This self-repression through fear is, as we saw in the discussion
of the paralogisms, identical to the process by which social produc-
tion inscribes desiring production. We have also seen, on the other
hand, that under capitalism there is no direct process of over-coding,
no mapping of desiring production onto a centralized socius.



A History of the Modern Subject 1

Inscription therefore takes on a paradoxical, we might say, dialecti-
cal form. Oedipalization is a representational, and hence inscriptive
and codifying, transformation of desiring production which appar-
ently is carried out by the child on itself on the level of unconscious
desires and identification (psychoanalytic account). This apparent
self-sufficiency of representation is unmasked by the social implica-
tions of the paralogism argument: the family is not just the screen
onto which the child projects its desires, the stock from which it
takes'its unconscious representations, but an active social agency of
repression, moulding and shaping desiring production in a familial
and Oedipal direction. This social-pressure account is only appar-
ent, however. For Anti-Oedipus is close to but never identical to a
sociological functionalist explanatory framework. In such a frame-
work we would have to say that the family exercises pressure and
control over the child in order to provide the state with docile citi-
zens, for example.

Instead, with a dialectical twist, they argue that it is still desiring
production that desires its own repression. Desiring production is thus
the ultimate agent of the repression carried out against it. Only
desiring production itself is responsible for its own repression in so
far as it is production and not a Freudian ‘theatre of representation’.
The explanatory concept which is here invoked and which is close
to but still distinct from the functionalist concept of acting ‘in order
to’ or ‘for the sake of’ is the concept of ‘reterritorialization”: the capi-
talist state reterritorializes desiring production which has been
deterritorialized through the destruction of the despotic regime.
Reterritorialization works like libidinal energy in Freud’s economic
model of the psyche: inscriptive energy, and hence the social respon-
sibility for the codification of desiring production, flow from the
state into desiring production itself under capitalism. This process
is what constitutes the modern liberal subject, a subject that is free
and autonomous precisely because it has taken over from the state
the responsibility to control itself.

Capitalism erodes political authority and makes the state into a
regulator of capital. Power becomes decentred and is ultimately
identical to capital itself, but at the same time capital does not exist
in a political vacuum. It requires a state which has preserved some
of its former, despotic traits. At the same time as capitalism depends
on the state, the state will seek to counter the deregulatory effects
of capitalism. It will seek to hedge in what capital dissolves. It will
institute laws, barriers and institutions. It will try to define through
laws and sanctions what can circulate, where and when. This
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process is a return to a form of codification, but because it happens
in response to capitalism, it does not have the same function as
despotic rule. It is the attempt to wrest some power away from
capitalism by creating pockets of control, setting up territorialities.
The capitalist state is a reterritorializing state.

Modern capitalist societies produce a highly ambivalent form of
political power. On the one hand, wealth is concentrated in few
hands, within alliances between the state and private capital. State
power and economic power are dependent on each other and con-
solidate each other. The interests of big industry coincide with the
interests of the state. On the other hand, the logic of capital is to
liberate productive energy from social customs and political power.
Thus, capitalist society contains the germs of an inner conflict
between state power and capital. The state is dependent on social,
legal and geographic unity. Capital undermines these unities since,
in principle, it is a drive towards limitless accumulation irrespective
of any social or geographical limitation. The capitalist state har-
bours a secret fear of this conflict with capital as untrammelled
energy. This fear pushes the state towards strengthening those
social forms of authority that capitalism would otherwise under-
mine. The logical outcome of the capitalist state is therefore the
fascist state, the state in which the economy has been fully re-
appropriated by the state apparatus, in which production is directed
towards the ultimate aims of the state, i.e. the consolidation of its
own military power. This ambivalence of the capitalist state is not
predictable. No one can foresee when the system will flip, when the
liberation of capital will turn into a re-affirmation of the state. This
ambivalence introduces indeterminacy into the core of the capitalist
system.

Universal history is a movement of increasing semiotic abstrac-
tion. In the capitalist regime, meaning is deterritorialized together
with capital. Capital entails a form of abstraction in which equiva-
lence marks no hierarchy between form and content. If I buy a hat
for 100 sloty, it is not clear what in this transaction would be ‘form’
and what would be ‘content’. The relation of equivalence between
money and object is formal rather than representational. Money has
no content, only exchange value. With this deterritorialization of the
sign, capital implies a new semiotic regime. Bi-univocation was the
operation that the despot’s bureaucracy applied to archaic social
rules. The vivid and polysemic reality of ritual was replaced by
unambiguous one-to-one relationships within an order of represen-
tation. This semiotic regime of representation survives in capitalism
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at the level of desire in Oedipalization. Desiring production which
is in itself non-representational is reterritorialized within the rep-
resentational space of the Oedipus structure. Capitalism itself,
however, is a deterritorializing force which threatens to erode the
boundaries of this semiotic regime and thereby destroy the repre-
sentational space of the Oedipal subject. This possibility is embod-
ied in Anti-Oedipus by the figure of the schizophrenic which obeys
the same deterritorializing principles as capital. The schizophrenic
deterritorializes the sign from its material reference and the subject
from its social identity. (It is commonly believed that the mental
illness known as schizophrenia often involves a particular kind of
language disorder in which language becomes autonomous in rela-
tion to experience.)

Schizophrenia constitutes a bridge between social production
and desiring production within capitalism. It is, on the one hand,
the positive limit or utopian possibility of desire within capitalism,
desire existing in a pure state, unlimited by social forces. On the
other hand, schizophrenia is also a product of capitalism, the form
that capitalism assigns to its own dissolution, the figure of its inner
fear. Schizophrenia is therefore produced by capitalism in the
form of individuals incapable of functioning within the capitalist
system.

The same ambivalence as exists in the capitalist state between
deterritorialization and reterritorialization holds on the level of the
individual subject. The figure of the schizophrenic as a point of abso-
lute deterritorialization is difficult to separate from the figure of the
paranoid. Indeed, in psychiatry, the two terms of paranoia and
schizophrenia have often been used in conjunction. According to
Anti-Oedipus, the paranoid is someone who, by rejecting the primary
recording of desiring machines on the body without organs, seeks
not to enter desiring production. If this primary rejection is trans-
ferred onto the state, the paranoid desires that the state as an agent
of control represses his own desiring production. Paranoia is thus
potentially fascist whereas schizophrenia, if realized as a political
practice, would be revolutionary. The revolutionary schizophrenic
impulse would inject desiring production directly into social pro-
duction, thereby breaking the veil of representation that isolates
desiring production from social production within the Oedipus
structure.

However, in tension with this rather optimistic view of desire
as a revolutionary force embodied in the schizophrenic, Deleuze
and Guattari present a more dystopian, not to say paranoid,
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understanding of how desire relates to the capitalist state. The state
appears here as an enormous political, scientific, economic and
military apparatus, an inescapable net of interdependent institu-
tions that no one can ultimately escape from. This overwhelming
scope of state power is another source of ambiguity on the level of
the individual and its relation to the state:

Gregory Bateson begins by fleeing the civilized world, by becoming
an ethnologist and following the primitive codes and the savage
flows; then he turns in the direction of flows that are more and more
decoded, those of schizophrenia, from which he extracts an interest-
ing psychoanalytic theory; then, still in search of a beyond, of another
wall to break through, he turns to dolphins, to the language of dol-
phins, to flows that are even stranger and more deterritorialized.
But where does the dolphin flow end, if not with the basic research
projects of the American army, which brings us back to preparations
for war and to the absorption of surplus value’

The question which Anti-Oedipus raises and does not quite answer
is then: what are the possibilities of resistance to capitalism’s colo-
nization of the globe and of the mind?

Do artists or philosophers, journalists or intellectuals have any
role to play? The socius invades desire and desire invests the socius
in different ways, but in this process of mutual determination can
arenas of action emerge that are less predetermined? Can there be
modes of action or processes of change that are not defined either
as a contribution to the logic of capital, or as participation in a
process of reterritorialization, or as a complete dissolution of the self
in schizophrenia? The profound ambivalence of capitalism and
desire makes it difficult to articulate any such space of agency or
creation. For we cannot know in a given case what has a schizo-
phrenic (revolutionary) and what has a paranoid (fascist) potential.
As for capitalism itself, ‘it is impossible to separate deterritorializa-
tion and reterritorialization from one another, they are involved,
one within the other, and are like the two sides of the same
process”?

Because of the all-encompassing reach of the Oedipal process,
Anti-Oedipus bars the way to any pragmatic strategy for resistance
to capitalism. The dialectic of repression and desire that Oedipaliza-
tion produces leaves no conceptual space outside this process from
which one could resist it. In Oedipalization we become complicit in
our own subjection at the unconscious level of desiring production.
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We learn, through Oedipalization, to inscribe the negation of our
own life force into the very basic categories that we employ to
situate ourselves within the capitalist social order, the categories of
the individual subject and object. The only alternative to this process
of participation in subjection is a very radical rejection of this rep-
resentational structure within the psyche. The two versions of this
rejection, paranoia and schizophrenia, and their corresponding
political expressions, fascism and revolutionary politics, are posed
in opposition both to the liberal Oedipal subject and to the capitalist
order of which this subject is a central figure. Now, the opposition
to Oedipal subjection posed by these two other forms of desire is
so radical that one cannot see how there could be a transition
between them and the Oedipal subject. In other words, it is not clear
how the Oedipal subject could escape its own Oedipal structures
once they are in place. It is not clear, for instance, how the free and
uncodified energy of a nomadic subject could, surreptitiously, be
infused within Oedipal normality.

The model is therefore dualistic and Romantic in its idealization
of a primary force of alienated desire. This Romanticism is tied to
the presentation of a subject that is so radically immanent within
its own circuits of desire that it can hardly be given the political
task of challenging existing forms of power. Under capitalism,
power acquires a systemic quality. Processes of deterritorialization
and reterritorialization nourish each other to the point of becoming
indistinguishable. It is difficult to see how the radically immanent
nomadic-schizophrenic subject could be able to make a difference
in the face of this systemic power. The critique of Oedipal subjectiv-
ity, for all its sophistication, thus leaves an issue of subjectivity
unresolved, namely the issue of how agency can be construed
outside of the representational relation to the world, how, in other
words, it is possible to construct a rigorously immanent subject
which is at the same time active rather than simply alienated or
excluded, like the schizophrenic locked up in the asylum.

It is the project of A Thousand Plateaus to construct such an imma-
nent alternative to representational subjectivity. With Anti-Oedipus,
therefore, a certain critical project has played itself out, the thorough
critique of the modern autonomous but self-oppressing individual
subject. This critique has left the task of constructing an alternative
to the subject that has been criticized. A Thousand Plateaus continues
the critique of the subject and of representation, but now within a
framework that also theorizes the possibility of a different mode
of being.
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Social Ontology

Freedom, Intellectuals and History

A Thousand Plateaus is the sequel to Anti-Oedipus. It was published
in 1980 but written over a period of years during the late 1970s,
often in conjunction with Deleuze’s seminars at the University
of Vincennes.

Anti-Oedipus had constructed an elaborate critique of the modern
subject. It also presented the theory of a different, nomadic subject.
This subject would be immanent within the movement of desire.
However, the book left undecided whether or how this new nomadic
subject could be a subject of political action. It was therefore not
clear what would be open to members of modern society as paths
of resistance in the face of a seemingly all-encompassing network
of social control, since this network had its roots in the normal,
Oedipal subject that each of us is, and since the alternative to the
self-negation and rigid channelling of desire that defines this subject
was the completely other nomadic subject that could only manifest
itself at the margins of society, as schizophrenia, as a state of desire
that could not be reached through any conscious choice and which
in itself would seem to exclude any kind of conscious choice or
agency.

The strict duality of the oppressed and self-oppressing Oedipal
subject and the alienated freedom of the nomadic-schizophrenic
subject raises two different philosophical problems. First, this
duality points to a residual Romanticism, a nostalgia for a kind of
freedom which the anonymous systems of modernity seem to efface.
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As we shall see, this kind of nostalgia has been typical of sociologi~
cal theories of modernity. If Anti-Oedipus does not, quite, espouse
this Romantic anti-modernism, it also does not really show a way
out of it. That, on the other hand, is one of the deep accomplish-
ments of A Thousand Plateaus: it problematizes all the concepts on
which this Romantic anti-modernism rests.

Second, the space of political opposition to or contestation of state
power seems to be necessarily vacant, since the Oedipal subject will
only pursue the trajectory of its own self-negation and the schizo-
phrenic cannot live its nomadism within the social order and is thus
condemned to a position of marginalization or exclusion. From this
disadvantageous position, it is difficult to see that it will be able to
effect or motivate political resistance.

The classical tradition in German sociology, represented by
Ferdinand Ténnies and Max Weber, analysed society under the
assumption that they were themselves parts of a watershed, wit-
nesses to the beginning of a new kind of society, the modern,
impersonal, rationalized society, based on formal procedures, a
separation between ‘public office’ and the person holding the office.
Tonnies coined the phrase that came to stand as a motto for the
subsequent tradition, the opposition between traditional society or
‘Gemeinschaft’ which was thought to be ruled by custom and per-
sonal bonds, and modern society or ‘Gesellschaft’ ruled by formal-
ized rules and roles. Weber, for his part, was interested in the
impact of these new formal roles upon the individuals who filled
them. In studying the relationship between formalized working
routines in state administration and large firms, he thought that the
motivational structure characteristic of these modern social roles
was fundamentally different from the affective bonds and motives
for action within more traditional social contexts. For these new
roles required a separation between the aims of the institution and
the personal aims of the individual. This split left the individual
with the feeling of alienation, of having lost something of himself.
As Weber says of bureaucratic administration: ‘The professional
bureaucrat is chained to his activity by his entire material and ideal
existence. In the great majority of cases, he is only a single cog in
an ever-moving mechanism which prescribes to him an essentially
fixed route of march.” This feeling of being controlled by a ‘system,
i.e. by complex chains of causality entirely beyond the control of the
individual subject is also a central theme in the social philosophy
of Theodor W. Adorno who was inspired by Weber in this respect.
For him, art - that is, high art — could hold out a hope of a freedom
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from this complex web of constraints seemingly determining each
aspect of the lives of individual subjects within capitalism. Art
would be able to offer an alternative to this structure of determina-
tion because the intrinsic indeterminability of art - we cannot caus-
ally explain why something is art - makes it resistant to the
utilitarian spirit of capitalism: ‘In the midst of a world dominated
by utility, art indeed has a utopic aspect as the other of this world,
as exempt from the mechanism of the social process of production
and reproduction”? This analysis of capitalism and modernity
entails, and forever repeats, the Romantic figure of an alienated
subject of freedom and authenticity, a subject who would be
untainted by the processes of ‘rationalization’ characteristic of
modern society. This model is all the more difficult to reject as it
has a very strong prima facie plausibility.

As a model of explanation it also relies on certain metaphysical
principles. First among these is a conception of society as constitut-
ing a closed and coherent structure of determination and domina-
tion. We saw that already with the energy model of Anti-Oedipus,
Deleuze and Guattari refused to establish an explanatory paradigm
that would require making a causal map of social processes similar
to the structural model of class relations in Marx. Such representa-
tions cannot grasp immanently the processes of semiotic produc-
tion that constitute social reality. In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze
and Guattari pursue this rejection of structural models of explana-
tion even more rigorously.

Second, the sociological critique of modernity presupposes a
unitary view of history. Weber may see traces of rationalization in
different civilizations and in different periods, but history itself is
a movement towards ever greater rationalization. This model of
history is, I think, successfully overturned by the genealogical
method employed in A Thousand Plateaus.

The comparison with Weber and Adorno has uncovered two
salient traits of the method and project set forth in A Thousand Pla-
teaus. First, it is a critique of explanatory models of society. Second,
it seeks to present a genealogical concept of history which differs
sharply from the structural and teleological view of history in which
it is seen as a movement towards ever greater rationalization. Let
us dwell on this difference between, on the one hand, a genealogical
and, on the other, a teleological and structural view of history.

The genealogical perspective sees history neither in structural
nor in goal-oriented terms, but as the fluctuation of civilizations,
corresponding to the prevalence of now one, now another, deter-
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mining force. In the philosophy of history presented in A Thousand
Plateaus, there are two sets of forces that pull societies in opposing
directions. These polarities are similar but not completely identical.
First, all states exercise a pull towards more and more centraliza-
tion and coordination of social practices through economic systems
such as taxation, through conscription, education, and through
the attempt to enforce homogenous religious or moral principles.
Opposing this movement towards coordination, social reality pres-
ents contrary movements of fragmentation: the development of
practices or systems that escape coordination, in the realms of
science, or sexuality, or religious belief, or through physical or social
mobility. Thus, whereas the concept of state coordination seems to
conform to the model of rationalization-modernization, the con-
trary movement of fragmentation does not belong within this model.
It is, however, historically obvious that modernity — whether it is
seen as a socio-economic development of industry, big cities, a
wealthy bourgeoisie, powerful banks, or in more political terms as
a process that engenders secularization, democratization, and indi-
vidualism - in both cases, involves such decentring processes.
Further, the very formality of the two concepts of coordination
and decentring makes them designate fluctuations rather than a
process that could have a direction. We can say these principles are
neutral with respect to the concept of modernity. This neutrality
becomes clearer with the second pair of concepts that organize
history in A Thousand Plateaus: the polarity of settlers and nomads,
issuing in two types of social organization, the state apparatus and
what they call the ‘nomadic war machine’. The state is identified
both with archaic states of ‘hydraulic’ societies like Ancient Egypt
or Mesopotamia and with modern industrial, democratic as well as
totalitarian or ‘fascist’, states. The nomadic war machine is the social
realization of a freedom from the cognitive and semiotic principles
(the semiotic regime of bi-univocity that we saw in the despotic
regime in Anti-Oedipus) that are promoted by state organization.
This freedom is archaic and primary in that it pre-dates the consti-
tution of the state, but its manifestation is by no means limited to
an archaic type of society. The nomadic mode of being consists in
cognitive and social principles of relating to the environment (acting,
perceiving, organizing relations) outside of the semiotics of codifi-
cation and representation. The important methodological point
about these alternative socio-cognitive principles is that they are
trans-historical. They are thus able to migrate from one civilization
or type of society to another. The opposition between the state and
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the nomad is thus not confined to any particular period or type of
society.

The relationship between states and nomads is further dynamic.
When the state seeks to gain control over the unruly nomadic war
machine, both the state and the war machine are transformed. In
itself, the war machine is non-representational, whereas the state is
identical to a principle of semiotic representation. In their fusion,
war itself becomes an object of representation. Thus, the maximum
of violence accomplished by war is not prior to the constitution of
the state as a condition that the state protects us from. That had
been Hobbes’ justification for state authority. Rather, war is only
possible through the organizational power of the state. Now, this
process of transformation can flip and move in the opposite direc-
tion, with the nomadic war machine taking over the organization
of the state. In this case the state is sidetracked from its normal
functioning and becomes completely absorbed in the pursuit of war.
The fascist state is just such a state. It subordinates all the actions
of the state to the dominant goal of war. The quintessentially modern
phenomenon of fascism is thus accounted for within the terminol-
ogy of state and nomads derived from the very long-term history
of civilizations.

Genealogical history is therefore extremely long-term. This
long-term perspective also produces a very different conception
of the human being from that of the Enlightenment subject of
progress or the sociological individual facing modern systems of
dominance. It becomes clear in Nietzsche’s use of the genealogical
method in his On the Genealogy of Morals, as we saw in the previous
chapter, that the human being is considered from an anthropologi-
cal perspective, as a natural ‘species’ or ‘human animal’ evolving
slowly through the history of cultures and societies. Changes in this
species history do not occur with the quick pace of industrializa-
tion, urbanization, democratization and other modernizing pro-
cesses but take place across disparate and distant historical epochs
and cultures, in other words across successive civilizations. The
horizon of intelligibility of the human animal in genealogy is the
arc of human civilizations in their succession through the past three
or four thousand years. Nietzsche, in his second essay on the origins
of moral conscience, conceives the development of morality as the
‘learning’ on the part of the human animal, of new instincts, namely
the non-natural counter-instincts of inhibition and reflexivity. He
compares this instinct-history to a change occurring in natural
history:
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These half-animals who were happily adapted to a life of wilderness,
war, nomadism, and adventure were affected in a similar way to the
creatures of the sea when they were forced either to adapt to life on
land or to perish - in a single stroke, all their instincts were devalued
and ‘suspended’?

Genealogical history thus conceives of modernity and processes of
modernization, a favourite topic of classical sociology, from a per-
spective that is not derived from the temporal and historical horizon
of modernity, and which therefore is also not derived from the
experience of living within modernity, the experience of alienation,
longing for a lost ‘Gemeinschaft’ and so on that is a recurrent theme
in the German sociological tradition.

Comparing the genealogical method of analysis with the socio-
logical critique of modernity, we can attest to a further difference,
now at the level of the mode of address that each of these types of
theoretical historical description defines regarding the historical
present and regarding its readers.

Within both historical models, the subject of theory entertains
a marked and specific relation to the present, but the present is
not conceived in the same way. To the sociologist of rationalization,
the present is the brink of a future destined to bring ever more
modernization, even more rationalization. To the genealogist, by
contrast, the present is the end point of a civilization history.
Corresponding to this difference, the rationalization model pro-
duces the figure of the intellectual as the chief interpreter of the
present and of the historical process that it expresses. Genealogy
produces the very different figure of a distant and detached observer
interpreting the present not as part of a forward-moving process
but against the background of a four-thousand year history of varia-
tions and fluctuations between opposing tendencies in cultures and
societies. Since neither this history nor the societies it runs through
possess an intelligible structure that can be summed up and theo-
rized, there is within the genealogical perspective no possible posi-
tion for the figure of an intellectual, considered as chief interpreter
of history.

The intellectual claims to speak on behalf of a community and
often, at least implicitly, with a view to future political action. See,
for instance, the following passage from Adorno on the notion of
‘progress’ which he interprets in the light of the Holocaust: ‘“The
forms of humanity’s own global societal constitution threaten
its life, if a self-conscious global subject does not develop and
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intervene. The possibility of progress, of averting the most extreme,
total disaster, has migrated to this global subject alone.* This global
subject corresponds to the figure of the public intellectual. This
figure would be a subject mediating between theory and practice,
alerting the community to the dangers growing in its midst, point-
ing to possible futures. This indication of a future horizon of action
involves the concept of a community that the intellectual can address
and who could become a collective subject of action, a community
whose political-spiritual guide the intellectual aspires to be.

The genealogical theorist, on the other hand, is not a subject
addressing a community with the view to mediating between
theory and practice. His point of view is sceptical. By introducing
the long-term historical perspective of civilizations and their suc-
cessions, he relativizes and questions the self-understanding of the
present, its belief, most of all, in the importance of its own beliefs
and principles. This scepticism is not, however, dispassionate nor
cynical. It does not relativize the principles of progress, democracy
and individualism in order simply to affirm a position of indiffer-
ence to human endeavours. On the contrary, the Deleuzian genealo-
gist defends a cause of freedom, identifies lines of political conflict
and potentials for liberation within the constellation of forces that
make up contemporary social reality, but these conflicts and poten-
tials are not summarized or amenable to being synthesized into a
‘movement of history’, or a ‘collective political project’. Nor does the
genealogist address a political collective.

The commentator John Rajchman accurately diagnoses the origi-
nal position that Deleuze’s thought occupies vis-a-vis political
action: ‘Often it is a matter of making visible problems for which
there exists no program, no plan, no “collective agency”, problems
that therefore call for new groups, not yet defined, who must invent
themselves in the process in accordance with affects or passions of
thinking prior to common cognition and its codes.”” This reading
presents the genealogical theorist as nevertheless being a spokes-
man of the future, as a liberator who provides the theoretical tools
for opening up new ways of thought and life. This is certainly part
of the aspiration of A Thousand Plateaus, but we shall have to examine
in greater detail how theory and practice are related.

There are at least four strands that can be separated at the
outset: (1) an ontological-descriptive strand; (2) a genealogical
strand; (3) an ethical strand; and (4) an epistemological strand. The
ontological strand is a formal description of social reality. The
genealogy is a semiotic and historical account of subjectivity and
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statehood. The ethics is an account of immanent freedom, a freedom
that is resistant to external evaluation. The epistemology is a theory
of science from the perspective of what we may call ‘ontological
heterogeneity’.

These four argumentative lines running through the book
together compose a complex critique of representation. As an intro-
duction to this critique of representation and before examining each
of these dimensions of the critical project in turn, we need, however,
to distinguish the social ontology that is at the heart of this critical
project from a broad strand of social theory, relying on the repre-
sentational ontological categories of individual, society and state that
A Thousand Plateaus seeks to undermine and to replace with a dif-
ferent set of ontological concepts.

The ‘Social’ and the ‘Natural’

Classical sociology and political philosophy have tended to describe
social reality in terms of two ontological poles: the state or society
and the individual. For Durkheim, society is characterized by the
claim of collective norms or ‘collective consciousness’ on the voli-
tion and beliefs of individuals. As a consequence, if this hold on the
individual weakens, as Durkheim thinks is the case in modern
society, due to the complexity of social relations that he calls ‘organic
solidarity’, there is a danger of social disintegration. The modern
condition thus opposes individualism and community, or social cohe-
sion. As Raymond Aron succinctly puts it: ‘Durkheim believes he
sees in organic solidarity a reduction of the sphere of existence
embraced by the collective consciousness, a weakening of collective
reactions against violation of prohibitions, and above all a greater
margin for the individual interpretation of social imperatives.” This
simple ontological model has an empirical origin. The sociologist
observes individuals who occupy different social roles. He then
assumes that there must be a sum total of social relations compris-
ing all individuals, thereby arriving at the notion of society.

This dualism of individual and society has a more complex prec-
edent in the tradition of political philosophy as it evolves between
Hobbes and Rousseau. If the political problem of early modernity
was how to justify the rule of government and the obedience to this
rule on the part of individual citizens, the increase of egalitarian
ideas in the course of the eighteenth century introduced the notion
of a more dynamic and complex relation between state and citizen,
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requiring the introduction of a third term such as ‘society’, or the
notion of a ‘community’ uniting all citizens and providing them
with the means of realizing their freedom, and not just as in Hobbes
with protection from civil war. The historian of political thought
Plamenatz explains this development in the area of citizens’ rights
and entitlements:

No doubt, most of the great political thinkers before Rousseau had
proclaimed a belief in equality, in one form or another; but equality,
as they conceived of it, consisted in all men having certain rights,
prior to government; rights held to be realized in existing society or
to require only an extension of the franchise for their realization.
They did not hold, as Rousseau did, that equality, and therefore
freedom as well, is impossible except in communities profoundly
differen7t, socially as much as politically, from any that have
existed.

The gradual development in political philosophy towards an inclu-
sive view of society as a political and even ontological term that
both precedes and gives full realization to individual political
freedom entails that society is something more than a system of
governance and laws, that society in other words, is not simply
identical to the state apparatus.

In the political philosophy of Hobbes based on an atomistic ontol-
ogy of human beings, there is no such third term. Individuals are
joined together in a commonwealth under the coercive influence of
the ruler whose integrative power consists mainly in maintaining
peace and preventing civil discord. The social bond itself is thus
difficult to explain within this atomistic paradigm. Attempts at
giving a more substantive account of society conceived as a struc-
ture that includes and defines its members, both individually and
in relation to one another, are articulated in the political philosophy
of Rousseau and is continued by Hegel and Marx. The ontological
assumption underlying these attempts is still, however, to some
extent individualistic. The question posed by social reality is the
interdependence of individuals within society even if these indi-
viduals, as in Marx, are completely defined by social relations.

A Thousand Plateaus seeks to reopen the question of what consti-
tutes social reality on a basic ontological level, what, in other words,
constitutes social being. The dynamic and semiotic theory of pro-
duction in Anti-Oedipus led to the conclusion that the ontological
concepts of states, societies and individuals do not refer to anything
that would exist prior to and outside of a semiotic process of pro-
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duction. There is a semiotic constitution of reality prior to what
appears to be physically or naturally given in experience. This
semiotic and genetic theory therefore leads to a very strong anti-
empiricism in the field of political thought. Or we might say that
the critique of representation that is pursued through this semiotic
theory now aims to undermine a series of social ontological catego-
ries that have had the authority of natural givens, in sociological
and political theory.

A Thousand Plateaus takes this project further, but now the theo-
retical enquiry moves away from an analysis of power to a descrip-
tion of social reality as a whole. It moves from the question of what
constitutes obedience to the question of what characterizes any-
thing that exists in a social realm. The rejection of the state and the
individual as primary explanatory and ontological terms flows
from the more general epistemological requirement of not reducing
social reality, which I shall refer to as ‘the social’, to a relation exist-
ing between previously and independently constituted terms. The
social is thus neither an association of individuals nor the domain
demarcated by the territorial rule of a given state. Sociality is first
of all a dimension of being. But what characterizes this dimension
of being which is the social?

To be social is to exist within a certain field of interaction which
comprises an extremely wide variety of types of components, but
which most importantly exists along the four dimensions of cogni-
tion, space, power and history. To be social is to exist as a mode of
ordering (cognition), with a determinate relation to an environment
(space), strengthening, decentring or transforming the circulation of
state power within a definite realm (power) and participating in a
variety of historical processes of varying time scales (history).

The social is further characterized by a specific type of causality
which was introduced in formal terms in Difference and Repetition
under the name of ‘resonance’. This is a kind of causality that differs
both from linear efficient causality, where one object has an impact
on another in a law-governed manner, and from the kind of struc-
tural or systemic causality that is theorized in Marxism and psy-
choanalysis - the economy of desire and its repression, the logic of
capital accumulation. For just as in Difference and Repetition it was
important to Deleuze to reinterpret classical determinist systems of
metaphysics so that they became compatible with chance and inde-
termination, so here Deleuze and Guattari aim to overturn the
structural explanatory methods of the contemporary human and
social sciences and replace their notions of causal determination
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with a completely different kind of determination, which, like the
Idea in Difference and Repetition, is at the same time the principle that
accounts for individuation. The determining cause that accounts for
individuation is now understood as a resonance between heteroge-
neous causal series. This means that instead of thinking, as we do
in the natural attitude of ordinary experience, that our starting
point should be individual objects, events, people, the ‘object’ of
thought is now constituted by constellations of processes and of
processes affecting other processes without any such nameable
centres that would correspond to the contents of experience.

Further, the category of the social covers any aspect of human
activity, it even precedes the distinction between material and
mental, for all thoughts and all objects come into being first by being
social. The category of the social is therefore neutral in respect to
all our categorial divisions of society. There are, in other words, no
categorial limits that can hedge in the movement of interaction and
resonance that constitute social processes. This open-endedness of
causal determination and interaction produces a strong degree of
indeterminacy. Within this indeterminacy there are potentials for
freedom and change - not a freedom represented within a subjec-
tive consciousness as its power of choice, not, that is, a freedom
entailed by individual or collective consciously chosen action, but
a freedom from linear causal determination, a freedom to develop
unpredictably.

At the same time as being all-encompassing, the category of the
social is not itself a being. There is no one, large entity which may
be called society. The social exists as heterogeneous processes and
clusters of relations. The resonance or interaction implies that beings
of very different kinds influence each other simultaneously. We are
unable to represent this interaction by dividing each of its compo-
nents into categories that would be homogenous for all beings since
causal determination and resonance travel across all such categorial
divisions. Determination has become transcategorial.

It would be impossible to overstate the implications of this new
ontology for how we may think of ourselves, of history and of social
processes.

Formal Ontology and Social Processes

A Thousand Plateaus engages in a debate with all the human and
social sciences and constructs, in the course of this discussion, a
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general and formal analysis of social formations, relations of power
and the types of subjectivity that can emerge under different his-
torical conditions. This analysis is both broader and yet more frag-
mented than the theory of desire and the state in Anti-Oedipus.
Instead of constructing one unified theory, Deleuze and Guattari
now write a series of relatively independent texts on apparently
very different topics. However, while these texts do cover a large
range of themes, they are at the same time all concerned with a
narrow set of epistemological and metaphysical problems, regard-
ing the nature of order in thought and in society.

A Thousand Plateaus is constructed as a vast epistemological dis-
cussion and critique of contemporary human and social sciences.
From this critical discussion Deleuze and Guattari derive a descrip-
tion of the whole of human and social reality. The argumentative
thrust of the book lies in the structure of this description. The term
‘plateau’ is neutral with respect to the distinctions between thought
and material reality, and between culture and society. This indicates
that the book does not have a clear and well-defined object. It does
not fit into any existing discipline of science or conform to any
particular branch of philosophy. It is, in a sense, a book about every-
thing. It is both all-encompassing and open-ended. It covers a wide
range of activities, cultural practices, and forms of social organiza-
tion, ranging from perception and sexuality, music and literature
to a discussion of social micro-interaction and the genesis of
statehood. However, all these activities, practices and forms of orga-
nization are analysed as processes organized according to the
same formal principles. This social theory also produces a new cri-
tique of representation. For all thought is now seen as a social
practice taking place within a force field composed of other social
practices.

Thought thus interacts directly with its social environment; it
does not belong to a closed realm of representation or subjectivity.
Within this social theory of thought, power is in turn internal to the
production of thought.

Anti-Oedipus argued that desire is complicit in its own suppres-
sion. This argument is now generalized. Thought is now actively
participating in its own imprisonment within the grids of represen-
tation and subjectivity. The main lines of division that are put in
question in A Thousand Plateaus are those between thought and
reality and between what is individual and what is collective. On
the level of the distinction between thought and reality, the book
argues that thought is real, both as a process and as a ‘form of
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content” and that social reality cannot exist independently of the
thoughts that it generates and that it embodies through social prac-
tices and modes of organization. On the level of the distinction
between the individual and society, it seeks to demonstrate that the
same processes run through groups and individuals and that
what we take to be a self-conscious subject, an economic agent, an
individual speaker, a political citizen or any other figure of the
individual are nothing but particular compositions of social energy
and power.

The ontology of A Thousand Plateaus is entirely formal, constructed
around geometrical and geological concepts such as lines, planes,
strata. These abstract spatial concepts circumscribe reality, and pre-
dominantly social reality, as a composition of processes. The advan-
tage of this abstractly formal vocabulary is that it indicates the
material conditions of composition of any being without propos-
ing a model of what it is to be or suggesting that reality has to con-
form to our representations of it, as in the Aristotelian notion of
the ‘thing’.

In order to account at the same time for the existence in social
reality of systems that seem severely to limit the scope of what there
can be, systems that create order within practices of thought and in
social practices generally, Deleuze and Guattari oppose two general
formal principles: the centralizing principle of the point and the
a-perspectival principle of the line. The line is a compositional prin-
ciple that has no beginning, centre or end, no ideal viewpoint from
which it is to be conceived. The point, by contrast, is the principle
of a functional, hierarchical order that has to be conceived from
one ideal point of view, namely that point that is indicated by
the ‘point’.

In any activity of thought, a struggle thus takes place between
two kinds of forces. The one pole is a centralizing, hierarchical force
that seeks to create stable relations and to represent the world
according to these relations. The opposing pole is a non-linear and
self-decentring form of organization that can be found in both
nature, art and social practices. We recognize the opposition from
Anti-Oedipus between the controlling power of social machines and
the decentring productivity of desiring machines, but in A Thousand
Plateaus the forces of order and the forces of destabilization manifest
themselves on the same level, namely, within each practice and each
string of thoughts.

Nevertheless, as in the case of the Oedipal subject, rigid social
structures have become a historical and social reality. The realiza-
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tion of hierarchical and functional relations within social reality
corresponds to the historical development and expansion of state
rule. The state is the origin of a principle of governance of the entire
social realm exercised through a structural mode of representation,
coordination and organization. The state therefore is not just a
centre of power but a principle of governance through which
power is exercised. The state is not an entity or a thing which
could be symbolized as a kind of individual or structure. The
state only exists in action, as a principle of statehood. This concept
of statehood is both political and epistemological and it is both
simultaneously. The state is a type of power which organizes the
social field according to structural relationships. This also means
that any structural mode of thinking contributes to the expansion
of the state.

In order to develop an alternative to structural and hierarchical
thought, A Thousand Plateaus develops the concept of the rhizome:
the term ‘rhizome’ originally refers to a widely spreading tree root.
Here the concept of the rhizome is an ordered set of relations in
which each element relates to every other, without any hierarchical,
functional or centralized order being imposed on these relations.
This rhizomatic principle of fluid systems and relations now opposes
the organizing principles of state rule, as immanence opposes tran-
scendence. For the semiotics of the state always consists in repre-
senting relations according to a central and hierarchical viewpoint
that is external to the set of relations that is to be represented.
Rhizomatic relations on the other hand are rigorously immanent.
To think the rhizome thus requires the method of participation or
development that Deleuze characterized in Spinoza and the Problem
of Expression. This immanence entails that nothing we may say
about a rhizomatic process, no list of attributes we may ascribe to
it, would ever be able to define that process. A rhizomatic process
further consists of partial processes which are not integrated within
a structure, and the course of which cannot be predicted from a
knowledge of the causes that influence the process. The rhizomatic
process is epistemologically immanent in that it excludes an exter-
nal definition of its course of development. Ontologically the rhi-
zomatic process is characterized by not possessing a reproducible
structure of relations.

Obvious examples of immanent processes would be arts which
are not codified in writing. Their own favourite example is nomadic
warfare. This example underscores another difference between the
rhizome and the state. The state is a principle of appropriation and
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codification. Statehood is the exercise of power through the semiotic
process that in Anti-Oedipus was called ‘over-coding’. Over-coding
designates a particular semiotic regime of bi-univocal, or one-to-
one, relationships between elements so that a practice can be ade-
quately represented in thought or language. A legal system, a system
of taxation, formal rules of warfare obey the semiotic of over-coding.
Statehood manifests itself through over-coding and it is through the
extension of over-coding to ever larger areas of social reality that
the state grows.

The concept of immanence is developed and specified further
through the ontological concept of composition. Social interactions
and social institutions are not primarily structures conforming to
amodel, but singular compositions of forces that can only be thought
from the inside. A Thousand Plateaus is thus a formal theory of social
composition. This notion of composition leads us back to the differ-
ence between representational and genetic principles of thought
and explanation. Representational thought assumes that beings
exist as individual things which are identifiable as each belonging
to a certain kind. Further, it assumes that what happens to the thing
is observable and causally explicable.

The genetic principle is opposed both to the notion of observable
traits and to the principle of causal explanation, whether this causal
explanation would follow a modern scientific model of empirical
laws describing phenomena or the older Aristotelian model of
essential properties and final causes. For what determines and indi-
viduates processes is a composition of causes which is neither
observable nor contained within a definition of these processes.

Any ‘object’ is a cluster of relations conditioned by a composition
of determining forces and processes of different kinds. It exists
within an environment which is itself composed of a multiplicity
of forces and determining processes. We can therefore not isolate
within this cluster an individual thing and ascribe to it a series of
events which we then set out to explain. To think an ‘object’, i.e. to
think any feature of reality, is to develop it genetically, to reproduce
in thought the composition of forces and determining principles
that condition and determine it. A Thousand Plateaus applies this
genetic principle to all features of social organization including the
human ‘subject’.

The formal starting point of their method is the concept of mul-
tiplicity. A multiplicity is an indeterminate ‘group’ defined formally
as a capacity to be affected prior to the elements that it will consist of.
The multiplicity develops consistency, becomes something specific
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and determinate, through the forces that work on it and within it.
When a multiplicity is affected it is organized as a set of relations.
The ontology put forward in A Thousand Plateaus is thus organized
as a gradual specification and differentiation of ‘multiplicities’. The
argument moves from the completely indeterminate concept of
multiplicity through different types of social relations and culmi-
nates in a concept of complex causal interaction which they call the
abstract machine. A multiplicity is the most basic element of being, a
something which can be affected by forces. An abstract machine is
a coordination of heterogeneous causal series, like the field of reso-
nance in Difference and Repetition. Social life unfolds between these
two orders of determination, the indeterminate capacity to be
formed, which is the multiplicity, and the specific determination of
series through one another which is the abstract machine.

This ontology is formal in two senses. First, it is expressed in a
quasi-mathematical vocabulary, which gives precedence to relations
over the beings which are related. Second, this theory of relations,
of how they are formed and how they dissolve, is indifferent to the
type of being that it is applied to and is then only in a second step
applied to social being. Thus we encounter here the kind of philo-
sophical abstraction that in Difference and Repetition was theorized
through the concept of the third synthesis of repetition.

The third synthesis of repetition produces an absolutely formal
process of thinking that does not, in any way, derive its categories
from lived experience. The quasi-mathematical vocabulary used to
describe social being in A Thousand Plateaus pursues this same ideal
of abstraction: in order to make sure that one is not prejudiced by
the ontological categories entailed by experience one has to produce
an absolutely abstract conceptual language to describe social reality
- including experience, but experience seen genetically according
to its own immanent process of being, and not according to how
we represent experience to ourselves from within that experience.

The determination of a multiplicity takes the form of a double
articulation into two levels of ordering. Originally used in linguis-
tics to distinguish the organization of language by sound and
meaning, the term is used by Deleuze and Guattari to contest the
representational Aristotelian ontology of things defined by their
essential properties, which is an ontology of one single articulation.
The principle of double articulation implies that there are different
ordering processes taking place simultaneously within the same
being but at different ‘levels’. These levels are related as different
types of organization. The difference between these two levels of
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organization is also determined, in part, by different ways of reint-
ing to the environment, by having more or less rigid borders, more
or less extensive interaction with surrounding beings.

The first level of articulation is a dynamic interaction of simple
elements which they call a molecular organization. The second level
is an ordering according to kinds and categories, which they call
molar organization. The composition of these two ordering princi-
ples forms a stratification.

The stratification is undermined by deterritorializing forces which
may undo it. These forces constitute a line of flight affecting a whole
stratification or ‘assemblage’ of stratifications. We thus have four
ontological categories defining the formal properties of any deter-
mined multiplicity:

1 molar categorization;

2 molecular dynamics;

3 deterritorializing forces that run through both levels of
organization;

4 assemblages of stratification comprising all three levels of organi-
zation and disorganization.

A morphological analysis of society must articulate social being as
determined multiplicities according to their double articulation,
relations to an environment and deterritorializing factors. To account
for events or processes by invoking structures such as class, person-
ality, culture or family is to overlook the double articulation of any
stratified being as both molecular and molar, thereby missing the
way that any event or process is involved in several levels of reality
at once. This does not mean that social life is without order, only
that this order involves intersecting layers of organization. Classical
sociology seeks to account for social life in terms of underlying
principles, such as rational interest, shared norms or principles of
organization which make behaviour rationally intelligible. The
geological and mathematical terminology of multiplicity and strati-
fication highlights different, non-reductive organizing features of
social life.

The primary formation within social reality is the composition
of forces that they call an ‘assemblage’. The French word that ‘assem-
blage’ translates is agencement, a term that has a connotation of
agency. The assemblage is thus a composition that acts. It occupies
the position of a subject in social space but is not defined by self-
consciousness. It is an organization of power within a particular
medium or stratum. Within the agencement a heterogeneous set of
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forces are assembled so as to produce a specific agency and a par-
ticular use of power.

An assemblage exists within, as well as consists of, various strata.
A stratum is a field of interaction and development establishing its
own porous borders with the environment and with other strata.
The geological terminology of strata and stratification indicates that
processes are defined by a sort of location. They are the results of
force compositions and these compositions must have a location.
The stratum is where they take place. It is a layer of relative order.
These layers are not identical with physical beings, i.e. the borders
of a stratum are not the borders of perceivable objects: a stratum
may be relatively small, part of a cell in a body, or relatively large,
a dialect spoken in a particular region or the circulation of wealth
within a company. Its borders are particular to each stratum and
therefore not necessarily spatial and appearing on the outside of
objects.

Strata and assemblages are organized and operate according to
semiotic principles of order that they apply to their environment.
They also, however, produce sense, surfaces of inscription existing
as social reality, as the ideal and signifying ‘stuff’ that makes the
world into a meaningful complex world. This process happens
under the effect of destabilizing forces of deterritorialization operat-
ing within any articulated stratification. As in Anti-Oedipus, ‘deter-
ritorialization’ is here a semiotic concept: society produces surfaces
of sense between its stratifications. Deterritorialization is the genetic
cause of this production of sense. It is a process of translation
between different strata and layers of culture, society and mental
activity. It consists of abstracting ordering principles from their embodi-
ment within a stratum or a process in order to assign to these order-
ing principles a more abstract, cultural or even purely cognitive
function.

Surfaces of sense are produced by various long-term processes
but once they have entered social reality they do not disappear
unless they are in turn deterritorialized or pushed aside by compet-
ing categories or significations. Thus, any stratification, and any
assemblage within socio-historic reality, will be permeated by sense,
by bits of category, codification, in short, sayables and thinkables.
These sayables and thinkables are available for members of society
to put into words, apply to their own actions or apply to their future
actions as a point of orientation.

When we think, it is thus usually by connecting socially avail-
able thinkables according to a machine of pragmatic appropria-
tion which is itself assembled according to pre-defined ordering
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principles: I organize these thinkables into an anecdote, an in-
sult, a road map. It is only through a process of abstraction that
thought is able to move beyond the pragmatic appropriation of pre-
conceived thinkables, and move towards thinking the differences
between strata and their genetic principles. When thought enters
this development it moves in the direction of the diagram, which
has as its object the abstract machine. The abstract machine is a
composition of determining forces arising from various stratifica-
tions, their interactions and the deterritorialized surfaces of senses
that exist between them.

Cutting across the determining movement from multiplicity via
stratification, deterritorialization to the abstract machine is a more
radical form of deterritorialization called the ‘line of flight’. Not
every deterritorialization is a line of flight, since a deterritorializa-
tion simply is the detachment of code from its embodiment, but if
deterritorialization affects the function of a stratification, this strati-
fication is sidetracked from its normal mode of operation and enters
a different development. The line of flight is the most radical expres-
sion of immanence within a social system as it embodies a destabi-
lizing force that affects it from the inside. The lines of flight are
indeterminate both with regard to what caused them and in terms
of the processes they give rise to. They are lines precisely because
they do not have a fixed beginning, middle or end, and like lines
they are continuous. They are lines of flight, because the change they
may produce within the stratification is the only possible change
there can be, since no change can ever begin in a subject of choice.
For selfhood is itself a rigid stratification, as we shall see in the next
section.

Genealogy of the Social Self

Social life is thus organized as a series of overlapping types of
organization and deterritorialized surfaces of sense. A social and
perceiving, historical and linguistic subject is constructed within
this network of intersecting strata and surfaces of sense.

This subject is, like the Oedipal subject in Anti-Oedipus, unaware
of its own origin. In A Thousand Plateaus, the genetic account is
considerably more complex, however, and so the differencesbetween
how this subject may appear to itself and its actual genesis are both
larger and more manifold, as the subject is articulated semiotically
along different axes of composition. It is first composed on the level
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of the assemblage, as a subject of speech, as an I. Second it is con-
stituted within a trans-historic ‘regime of sense’, as a depository of
meaning, as a self, or me, that can be referred to by others, and to
which various kinds or meaning, psychological, moral, religious,
etc. can be ascribed. Third, it is circumscribed by molar categories,
that is, binary social categories of gender, wealth, region, etc. that
assign a set of rigid social determinations to it. The subject is thereby
determined as a definite individual, or a ‘he’ at the intersection of
these determinations.

These axes of constitution are of a very different nature. The
assemblage is located in space and time, it is dynamic and specific.
The trans-historic regime of sense is, on the contrary, extended over
cultural and historical space and time, intertwined and composed
with other such regimes of sense. This historical part of the analysis
is genealogical. It examines the past with a view to understanding
the present and understanding the present differently from how the
present understands itself. Genealogy thus proposes a different
origin for ideal concepts from the origin stipulated within the
society where they are used. A given semiotic regime contains
moral, social, epistemological terms and norms which have a spe-
cific social and historical origin but which are reused within new,
composite regimes in which this origin is not known. Finally, the
molar assignment of identity is rigid and static.

There is no thing or substance that would correspond to these
three axes of determination, or that would account for their mode
of composition and coordination. But this open-ended, heteroge-
nous mode of composition is precisely the nature of social and
semiotic processes. They compose with one another in specific and
complex ways that cannot be mapped according to a general model
of society such as, for instance, the structure of class relations in
Marxist social theory. Let us now look more closely at these three
determinations of the social self.

The construction of a subject of speech takes place in language,
but language functions as an anonymous semiotic machine, assigning
meanings, syntactical rules, and a particular mode of addressing
reality to individual speakers before they begin to speak. Due to
this prior organization of the language machine before the indi-
vidual utters a sentence, the utterance itself is collective rather than
individual. It is I who speak, we may say, but Deleuze and Guattari
add: The use of the first person pronoun ‘I’ always depends on a
prior assemblage of power which gives it forcefulness: I argue, I love
you, I feel, I think. In each case the use of the I function is part of
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an assemblage which constitutes the speaker as a subject of power
within language. The I is thus the mark of a socially instituted
speech-power.

Speech itself is always inhabited by other voices. The most basic
unit of language is therefore not the word or the sentence but the
implicit quotation known as free indirect speech. We never know
to what extent we are echoing the thoughts of others and to what
extent we are speaking in our own voice. This makes of the act of
speaking a social function. We may inhabit this social function in
more or less authoritarian ways, confirming or weakening the hold
of molar categories of moral or social distinctions on the concrete
molecular interaction within which we speak.

Language is molar both in its formal properties of syntax (noun
vs verb, present tense vs past tense) and in the division between
different pragmatic registers of language use (truthful description
vs fictional story, public dispute vs private banter). Due to its molar
organization of syntax and pragmatic register, language is a vehicle
of power before it becomes a means of communication.

The pragmatic theory of speech-power accounts for how lan-
guage works as a machine operating on already established sayables.
This account is now supplemented by an account of how language
acquires a content, how specific organized clusters of culturally
significant categories are composed. Within the genealogical history
of semiotic regimes the cultural categories of selfhood are presented
as composites of socially constructed significations without any
intrinsic origin. Through the composition of signifying regimes,
evolving over time, a ‘me’ is created. The ‘me’ functions as a crite-
rion of truth, and a source of meaning in various contexts. The
semiotic construct ‘me’ is then available to speakers of a culture
who can apply it to themselves and to others.

The concept of a ‘semiotic regime’ designates a socially and his-
torically produced level of sense, containing types of things that
may be said, or sayables, and assigns to them a social criterion of
truth and meaning. The regime has the function of regulating the
relationship between the ‘I’ in the assemblages of speech-power and
the social reality in which language operates. It does so by creating
divisions which are at once spatial, social and semiotic.

The basic semiotic principle of the regime is that signs are not
universally or homogeneously meaningful and intelligible. For
signs presuppose a specific type of intelligibility which is given by
the semiotic regime. Regimes are historically specific — but at the
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same time regimes can outlast their actual existence and become
part of other regimes. In modernity, thoughts and categories almost
never have their origin in a simple regime but arise out of a crossing
of many, historically heterogeneous regimes. The regime is a sphere
divided into concentric circles. The smallest circle is the centre of
intelligibility within a given social formation, the larger circles
those in which signs carry less significance. These circles are all tied
to a particular location. Thought then becomes socially governed as
a selection and combination of signs from these different spheres.
Social divisions do not constitute a fixed system within the regime.
They are, rather, threshold values determining a given type of sig-
nification: The social rules of signification do not define simply what
is permitted and what is not, but characterize different degrees of
openness and rigidity of signification. Any society will know char-
acters who are better at connecting different areas of that social
world to their own advantage than others. As a system, any set of
circles presupposes that it is possible to go far in these connections,
that it is possible to make connections that do not conform to the
dominant degree of order within that society. If this were not pos-
sible, the signifying regime would be closed and become sterile.

With this subtle theory of socio-semiotic circulation of significa-
tion Deleuze and Guattari propose a morphology of the physical and
social configurations which have conditioned the production of signs
throughout history. A regime posits relations between signifying
practices (preaching, wooing, legislating), social divisions (home,
street, castle), types of signs (speech, writing, gesture), and some
destabilizing figures (shaman, trader, writer). At the origin of these
signifying regimes is religion with its principles of interpretation,
its dependence on political power, its spatial divisions and its des-
ignation of distinct social-semiotic spheres where signs may circu-
late in determinate ways. A complete regime of signs can look as
follows:

The complete system, then, consists of the paranoid face or body of
the despot-god in the signifying centre of the temple; the interpret-
ing priests who continually recharge the signified in the temple,
transforming it into signifier; the hysterical crowd of people outside,
clumped in tight circles, who jump from one circle to another; the
faceless, depressive scape-goat emanating from the centre, chosen,
betrayed, and adorned by the priests, cutting across the circles in his
headlong flight into the desert.®
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Regimes combine in multiple ways, thereby engendering all the
categories of what may be thought of as meaningful, all the primary
categories of social life. A regime is always both political and cul-
tural, made of social relations, forms of power and categories of
intelligibility. Subjectivity itself, as a complex source of intelligibil-
ity and criterion of signification, emerges from an intersection
between different regimes. The subject emerges from the intersec-
tion of semiotic regimes as a designated source of intelligibility: me
and my feelings, the moral truth of a person, faith, experience, reli-
ability and all the other categories that may be used by a society to
refer to persons and their inner life in order to give substance to
various kinds of judgements about them. It is thus only through the
historical sedimentation and combination of regimes that we have
become moral, legal, religious, psychological subjects. We can then
refer to ourselves and to each other as constituting a particularly
strong concentration of signification.

Through the regime and the assemblage of speech-power, a social
self is constructed. Now this self also exists within social space as
an individual with a definite social and moral identity. In Anti-
Oedipus, the formation of a social self presupposed that the psyche
could attribute clear marks of social identity to itself (third paralo-
gism). In A Thousand Plateaus, these marks of identity are forms of
social organization by which society is divided by broad ‘molar’
categories possessing a rigid binary form: man and woman in the
category of gender; rich and poor in the category of wealth; white
and non-white in the category of race; believer and non-believer in
the category of faith; citizens and non-citizens in the category of
political status. These divisions are exclusive. In molar organiza-
tion, the self is identified as either man or woman, either rich or
poor, etc. Molar constitutes the sociological parameters through
which individuals identify themselves and each other within the
social realm.

Opposing this form of organization through categorization,
social reality has a second layer of articulation, called ‘molecularity’.
This second layer of organization consists of micro-interactions
between people. It takes place in social spaces that may be shaped
by very specific stratifications and assemblages of power, but, as
such, as interaction, molecularity remains irreducible to any of
these prior conditions of stratification or power. Molecularity is
further able to take place across prior divisions and between exist-
ing regimes and stratifications. Yet it is equally possible for the
participants in molecular interaction to seek to reaffirm the hold of
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established relations of power and semiotic categories within that
particular field of interaction.

Molecularity is thereby a site of ambivalence, a site where pro-
cesses may develop either in the direction of a strengthened molar
organization of social relations or in the sense of a line of flight. The
molecular is not identical with the line of flight, but the line of flight
can only take hold within molecularity. The social subject thus
always exists in a force field between molar determinations and
molecular potentials for lines of flight. The issue of freedom and
responsibility emerges in this tension between molarity and molec-
ularity, a tension that is also played out on the scene of language,
in so far as language can also be either molarized, if one affirms its
pragmatic registers and syntactic rules or it can be molecularized,
used within a smaller context than that of the whole community of
language users, thereby withdrawing parts of language from trans-
parent communication. The political problem of fascism also resur-
faces in this context. For the fascist state is a state which is not only
totalitarian but also in which molar categories have fully absorbed
molecular interaction, thus evening out the double articulation.

Since the notions of responsibility and choice are social categories
given either through a regime of selfhood (responsibility) or through
the enactment of an assemblage (choice), a freedom that does not
simply reassert the hold that the socio-semiotic system has over one,
cannot itself be expressed as conscious choice. It is tempting for
Deleuze and Guattari to define freedom in radical opposition to that
of a choice rooted in a socially constituted, stratified subject. This
leads to an equation between freedom and a process of destruction
of the socially stratified subject. This destructive, radically anti-
humanist conception of freedom is also in continuity with the cos-
mology of Deleuze’s early thought. The idea that we ought to reach
a sort of union with inanimate matter or the cosmic forces of pro-
duction before they have become shaped by human beings and
interpreted by society pervades all his work. In A Thousand Plateaus,
it finds expression in the notion of ‘tracing a plane of consistency’
which means to build up relations outside of any given system of
stratification.

The three paradigmatic examples of such a plane of consistency
are manifest in religion, sex and certain experiences induced by
narcotic drugs. Since religion does not exist outside complex and
hierarchical social stratifications and drug consumption produces
a rigidly measured and impoverished life, centred as they say on
the dealer and the next dose, what remains as a promise of escape
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is sexuality. They therefore discuss a Taoist theory of sexuality
which, following Taoism’s own principles of immanence, seems to
correspond well with the programme of A Thousand Plateaus, and
thus to be able to suggest a viable escape from selfhood. However,
it is not clear that such a practice would be available to a non-Taoist
in the right way, that is, available beyond a merely representational
appropriation in the categories of ‘exoticism’ or ‘fashion’.

More generally, any attempt at escaping from selfhood, whether
induced in the expedient way of narcotic drugs or constructed more
laboriously through a particular physical or spiritual exercise, runs
the risk of reproducing what it seeks to escape in the form of author-
itarian social structures or narcissistic psychological structures.

Immanence and the freedom of immanence, that is the freedom
that consists in not applying pre-defined criteria to one’s actions and
not blocking the movement of desire or creativity with a transcen-
dent judgement, are not attained easily and there is no recipe or
technique that can take one there. There are examples of imma-
nence. The Kafka machine exemplified an immanence of writing.
Spinoza’s philosophy exemplifies for Deleuze a movement of imma-
nence on the plane of thought in that it has systematically eradicated
the functions of judgement and transcendence from all their usual
strongholds in theology, psychology and moral philosophy. Since
even our modes of perceiving and acting - generally speaking, any
appropriation of the environment - are pre-structured through the
codes of appropriation that we take over from others, to be
free cannot mean anything other than to appropriate differently,
to select and organize intake from the environment in a non-
prescribed and unrepresentable way.

Immanent Freedom: Becoming

Just as the ‘nomad’, as we saw, is both outside and inside the state,
so freedom emerges within systems of social and cognitive organi-
zation, but at the same time constitutes a move away from these
principles of organization.

This immanence of freedom within order constitutes a break
with the implicit Romanticism of Anti-Oedipus with its duality of
the nomadic subject and the Oedipal subject. In the evolution of
Deleuze and Guattari’s thought, this erosion of the duality is made
possible by the development of the concept of the machine in Kafka:
Toward a Minor Literature. As the Kafka book was written between
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Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus, it constitutes a point of transi-
tion where the materialist psychoanalysis of Anti-Oedipus is trans-
formed into a general semiotic theory of speech, power and freedom.
At this intermediary stage, the machine indicates an engagement
with the world and an alternative to the concept of the subject which
is richer and more complex than the theory of unconscious desire
in Anti-Oedipus. The machine marks the transition from desire to
action. In A Thousand Plateaus, the conceptual role of the machine is
taken over by the concept of the assemblage, as a correlation between
power and speech, whereas the concept of a desiring subject or an
alternative, nomadic subject is replaced by a theory of the ‘line of
flight’ and the ‘becoming’.

A line of flight is an unpredictable development that has the
formal ontological status of a deterritorialization. Deterritorializa-
tions can affect either a whole group or one individual in a group.
Likewise, the line of flight is a deterritorialization which affects a
group and one or some individuals in the group. It begins on a
molecular level of interaction or inter-strata symbiosis - as in the
case of parasitic plants - but over time, it can change completely the
configuration and functioning of an individual or a group. When
the line of flight transforms the stratification of one or several indi-
viduals within language and within molar categories, this is called
a process of becoming.

As a becoming originates in a line of flight, it further cannot be
represented as the outcome of a choice. Becoming therefore consti-
tutes a freedom which does not entail any instance of conscious
choice.

A becoming is a very general type of process. It is a composition
of activity and passivity, such that it is undecidable what a person
does and what simply happens to that person. It is a process that
integrates into itself the parameters by which it makes sense and
becomes meaningful. As a line of flight, the becoming further cannot
be represented subjectively: the becoming is a movement and the
question for the individual is whether to continue or to interrupt it,
but if it tries to frame and to represent this movement of becoming
within a set of moral categories or to evaluate its usefulness, it has
already stepped outside the immanent movement of becoming,

The term ‘becoming’ is also part of a critique of Plato that runs
through A Thousand Plateaus. In Plato, the concept of ‘becoming’
(French: devenir) means to be in a state of change. This is the prop-
erty of sensibles and multiples, i.e. the components of the world
perceivable through the senses. This realm of becoming is, for Plato,
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opposed to that which is, and cannot therefore be an object of
knowledge. Now becoming in A Thousand Plateaus is similarly
unknowable. It is thereby protected from molarization: collective
utterances made within dominant assemblages of speech-power are
not quite able to grasp and to judge a becoming since a becoming
is not easily represented within an already existing grid of social
and moral coordinates.

Becoming is therefore immanence realized as practice. A becom-
ing occurs in a site where many stratifications interact. It is a direc-
tion within these intersections, but a direction which is not fully
controlled, either consciously or unconsciously by the person. The
line of flight as becoming does not possess the kind of underlying
intelligence that other thinkers such as Sartre or Freud have ascribed
to human behaviour as an unconscious or semi-conscious goal-
directedness. Immanence here has a radical meaning, incompatible
with the notion of purposefulness. An activity is fully immanent
only when it is impossible to see it as purposeful, since it defies the
social or communal space in which purposes are judged worthy
of pursuit, and pursuits in turn are judged to be true to these
purposes.

For becoming is, like the in-between space from which it arises,
not located within categorial divisions. Deleuze and Guattari
suggest that in the spaces between strata there are loopholes that
allow persons or groups to develop in ways which are not fully
determined by the antecedent state of that person or group.

Becoming designates for any individual a process of alteration
that changes that individual’s most basic relations to the world and
toitself. This alteration has to be characterized in temporal, semiotic
and cognitive terms.

In temporal and causal terms, becomings differ from normal
events and actions by being gradual and by being unpredictable.
What thus gradually changes are not external determinates of a
person, but that person himself. The change is not due to the person
taking on a new profession or falling in love or suffering from grief,
although such events can trigger a further process of change that
may develop into a becoming. Since a becoming is fundamentally
unpredictable because it does not flow from an antecedent state, it
does not fall within conventional categories of change. The change
that a person undergoes in becoming can perhaps best be character-
ized as a process of absorption. A person is absorbed in an activity
or in a situation and this increasing absorption changes him or her.
To determine further in which respects the person is altered we
have to characterize becomings in semiotic and cognitive terms.
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What changes in becoming are the person’s priorities, categories of
classification and general sense of his or her place in the world. A
becoming is like a cognitive drift or journey.

Becoming composes elements of its environment in a unique and
specific way. It is an articulation of the line of flight as an appropria-
tive desire. Becoming defines immanence as an infra-symbolic
realm in which not only parts of the physical environment but also
the social and symbolic world surrounding it can be transformed
into a component of its development without being mediated
through a representation. Thus, becoming realizes the programme
of Anti-Oedipus of desire as forming an immediate, non-representa-
tional relation to social reality. For becoming relates directly to bits
of thought and social reality, in the manner of a selector, or a sam-
pling machine, decomposing in order to recompose, indifferent to
the category distinction between physical and mental properties,
and operating directly on heterogeneous strata.

To become is often to reorganize behaviour and cognition in rela-
tion to a molar line of difference, by gradually moving towards a
limit of gender or biological species. This movement is different
from a conscious imitation and it is different from a transgression:
the limit remains an unconscious norm internal to becoming, defin-
ing a zone of indetermination. Within this zone of indeterminacy,
becoming performs a sampling of traits from the other side of the
line and appropriates these traits within its own activity — which
becomes reconfigured as a consequence.

The paradigmatic example in A Thousand Plateaus of such an
appropriative sampling is that of becoming-animal. This becoming
is clearly different from a transgression, such as, for instance, can-
nibalism, for it implies a much more subtle and gradual process of
retraining the body and its behaviour.

Thus, in becoming, the body’s selections of movements in rela-
tion to the environment and of connections with specific parts of
the environment take on a new course, guided by a new logic which
is defined within and by this process of becoming. Becoming is
thereby a process of making oneself select and be affected by forces
and parts of the environment that one would normally exclude.

Knowledge and the Abstract Machine

Whenever one analyses an event or a process, one has to uncover
its genetic principle within a series of interrelated stratifications. A
specific set of stratifications is determined and individuated by the
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coordination of formal principles which they call an abstract machine.
To map this abstract machine is to conceive of the genetic principle
governing a field of processes.

The aim of science is to produce diagrams that capture the func-
tioning of abstract machines. A science can only account for a given
level of stratification if it conceives adequately of the level at which
different series of stratifications come to function together in spe-
cific but indeterminate ways. Science, therefore, has to identify
abstract machines enveloping a certain degree of indetermination.

One can envisage various applications of this genetic or diagram-
matic programme, but if we stay within the field of social reality,
we can briefly consider a few candidates for a diagrammatic social
theory. In the discipline of history, the diagrammatic method would
reinforce a principle which historians, no doubt, already adhere to,
namely that the micro-level of human interaction must be related
to a heterogeneous field of social inscriptions (ideas, cultural prac-
tices) and macro-level transformations of economic and social struc-
ture, but the diagrammatic historian would further seek to avoid
imposing a determinate structure on these multiple stratifications.
In searching for the abstract machine, she would have to take
particular care not to choose the object that is to be accounted for
within experience, thereby falsely assuming a mirror relation
between the actual individuating processes in reality, determined
by the abstract machine, and the superficial centres of identity that
we encounter in experience. She would thus have to avoid including
in the account either as subject matter or as explanatory principles
ready-made entities such as an individual life, a political action, a
social class or an international conflict.

She could try to achieve this by concentrating on critical points
in the spaces of coexistence between systems. She would further be
interested in the way that a process simultaneously obeys its own
internal logic and yields to external pressures.

The closest one has yet come to a diagrammatic history are prob-
ably twentieth-century novelists such as Robert Musil who seek to
grasp the relation between events and structures of very different
scale and oscillating between surface manifestation and an under-
lying process of historical transformation. Thus, the remarkable
psychological portrait of a mass murderer in Musil’s novel The Man
Without Qualities presents the compulsiveness and texture of a kind
of violence which figures as the structural double of the refined and
self-absorbed political culture of Austrian elites at the brink of the
First World War.
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If historians were to follow a similar path, it would not be on the
level of narrative, however, but in a formal conception of historical
processes as constituted by fragile and complex sets of relations
between events and structures of a different kind and order of
magnitude.

Another field of diagrammatic social description could be the
type of cultural sociology known as cultural theory. The dominant
paradigm within contemporary cultural theory is one that com-
bines Hegel and Freud to form a map of social behaviour and sig-
nifying practices which makes them intelligible against a historical
or political background, as symptoms of the contractions that a
society is unable to master.

These dialectical concepts of contradiction have the power to
grasp very different kinds of cultural phenomena but at the price
of reducing complex constellations of relationships to dual relation-
ships of the type depth—surface, conscious—unconscious, the imaginary—
the real. This perspective is geared towards highlighting a dimension
of ideology and anxiety within social reality and cultural practices.
It is less able to capture the genetic process through which a specific
set of relations is engendered. The diagrammatic method, by con-
trast, is not a critique of ideology or a diagnosis of contradictions.
It is a genetic analysis of how forces of different types come to
inhabit the same field of stratification and of the sorts of events and
processes which take place between the subsystems of this field.
Diagrammatic analysis thus always begins with the questions
‘where?’, ‘when?’ and ‘how?’. A diagrammatic analysis does not
make any assumptions about the natural units of action, its begin-
ning and end points. It follows interactions through their meander-
ing course. The diagrammatist analyses a particular part of reality
as a field of sampling: a study of multifaceted stratifications and
their intersecting environments. Let us end this presentation of a
possible social science with an imaginary case.

If a Hegelian cultural theorist were to analyse the death of
Princess Diana, she might begin by looking at the transformations
of the English class system, the way in which the middle class is
over-laid by working-class identifications and how it has histori-
cally sought to assert itself vis-a-vis the aristocracy. Then she
might look at the relations between the signifiers embodied by
Diana, sport-sexuality-youth~charity-ordinariness against the
background of this fragility of the middle class. She would analyse
whether the worship of Diana might reveal a significant pattern of
wish fulfilment and masked anxiety.
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The diagrammatic analyst would follow a very different path.
She would begin by looking at the network of paparazzi and the
circuits of finance that Diana was involved in at the moment of her
death. Then she might investigate the ambivalent becoming-visible
of Diana. Was her strange relationship with the camera perhaps
always a form of self-effacement? Then the diagrammatist would
analyse the relationship between sexuality, power, gender, animals
and materials such as clothes and food in the royal family and the
Spencer household.

Thus, whereas the Freudo-Hegelian analyst traces dominant iden-
tifications and anxieties, the diagrammatist establishes networks
between power, sexuality, ideas and cultural productions without any
pre-established hierarchy between these different stratifications.

Power, Thought, Action

Now we may ask: what is Deleuze and Guattari’s project in A
Thousand Plateaus? Are they attempting to save the reader? Are
they producing a theory of social production and signifying prac-
tice? Are they reflecting on the nature of rationality or constructing
the base for a critique of power?

They are performing all of these tasks, but the difficulty of A
Thousand Plateaus stems from the perfect simultaneity of these dif-
ferent actions and intellectual processes. In A Thousand Plateaus, the
dominant theme - the opposition between authority and attempts
to flee the effects of authority - is splintered into different directions
by the book’s various strands. Authority manifests itself in thought,
in our minds as well as in science and micro-activities. To study
authority as a thought form is then both to examine how human
beings behave individually and in groups, but also to study various
systems of signification. The account does not have one starting-
point, such as desire, reason, power, the modern state, creativity or
life. It migrates from area to area and from stratum to stratum. Thus
the appropriative principle of becoming applies to the enterprise of
A Thousand Plateaus itself. The theoretical programme of A Thousand
Plateaus is to formulate a completely new conception of our place in
the world, of what it is to act, to feel and to think. This conception
entails that there is nothing in us that is not social, that everything
that we do has political and historical implications and that our
ordinary ways of representing what we do underestimate the inter-
connectedness and simultaneity of the processes that we take part
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in. This new conception also challenges sociological common sense
founded on the ontological duality, inherited from political philoso-
phy, between the individual and society.

Social subjects are constructed along the three axes of the assem-
blage that makes it into a vehicle of collective utterances, the regime
that makes it a referent and depository of psychological and moral
significations, and the molar categorizations that locate the subject
as a well-defined social individual within a grid of social determi-
nations. In the most molarized cases these three subjects coincide.
The utterance ‘I love you’ manifests a subject of speech, refers to a
subject of meaning and designates itself as a potential lover with a
determinate social identity but the three axes of determination can
also come apart or co-exist in an indeterminate way. Deleuze and
Guattari often say that the greatest potentials for change and inno-
vation come from the least expected quarters.

Freedom from social determination is enacted through becom-
ings which, as they are lines of flight that cannot be chosen, fall
outside of the representational framework of judgement according
to values, purposes and other socially recognizable criteria. Freedom
is thus essentially a moral freedom from the structure of judgement-
and the application of criteria, whether this judgement would be
located in oneself (moral subject) or in others (collective utterances
of values).

There is no conceptual continuity between this subject of becom-
ing and its negative freedom and the moral and social subject that
it flees. In other words, there is no discursive or pragmatic arena,
an arena of politics or of discussion, where the two kinds of subjec-
tivity could meet or be confronted with one another. The subject of
becoming remains at the margins of social stratification.

The formal ontology through which this description is conducted
also has further, epistemological implications for how we think
about ourselves, about social reality, and about any kind of being -
including thought itself. From the point of view of the ontology of
stratifications, the normal cognitive operations of representation
never appear to conceive of a process or an event in the adequate
order of magnitude. It is both too close — overlooking the space
between, the environment - and too distant - overlooking the
simultaneity of stratifications in each being. Representation there-
fore cannot articulate the way a process is involved spatially and
historically with others. It isolates parts of a process and calls it a
thing, a subject, an institution, a cause, but it does not see what
constitutes these so-called things, subjects, institutions and causes,
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materially and semiotically. It does not see that there is always a
multiplicity of causal series active in any event (the abstract machine)
and that the beings it isolates from their actual and material process
of being derive their consistency from the political power that is
operative in them and the semiotic principles that they imply.

Representation also resists understanding its own genetic origin
within stratification. For representational thought is itself the effect
of a complex stratified process, the manifestation of statehood in
thought as a centralizing, hierarchical mode of cognition and order-
ing which seeks to map all of being onto one semiotic plane orga-
nized by one set of coordinates. This origin of representation can
of course not be articulated within representation itself. There is
thus nothing left for representation to think, not even itself. The
Cartesian, Kantian and Husserlian philosophy of the subject had as
its programme to understand thought from within the space of men-
tal representation, thereby providing an ideal self-understanding
of representation. In A Thousand Plateaus, this programme is made
the object of a very fundamental attack that has yet to be met.



5
Philosophy and Art

The Nature of Philosophy

I shall end this account of Deleuze’s thought with a discussion
of Deleuze’s theory of philosophy, his books on painting and
cinema and his study of Leibniz and the baroque, called The Fold:
Leibniz and the Baroque (1988).! As we shall see, these three areas
of enquiry are closely intertwined in Deleuze’s thought. Thus he
comes to conceive of philosophy as a practice analogous to art,
and to conceptualize art as a creation of thought analogous to
philosophy.

Deleuze conceives of philosophy as an immanent creation. We have
seen that the term ‘immanent’ has different meanings in his phi-
losophy. Here immanence means that philosophy creates concepts
and problems which only exist and gain their content within phi-
losophy. But what, then, is philosophy if it can generate the content
of the concepts and problems that define it?

Deleuze’s theory of philosophy is presented, first, in his book on
Nietzsche and then, a few years later, developed further in Dif-
ference and Repetition and completed in the work co-written with
Guattari: What Is Philosophy? This theory conceives of philosophy
as a kind of creation or construction. Philosophy is thus not a
description or intuition of reality. Philosophy consists in the con-
struction of a plane. On this plane it invents and combines concepts.
These concepts are the articulations of problems. Neither the
‘concept’ nor the ‘problem’ is external to philosophy; both exist on
the immanent plane of philosophy.
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The problem is an internal limitation on the invention of con-
cepts. The concept and the problem are related in such a way that
a concept only becomes meaningful in relation to a problem. The
problem in turn is determined exclusively by and within a network
of concepts. Thus concepts and problems define each other. This
relationship between concepts and problems serves to demarcate
philosophy in relation to ‘ordinary thought’ arising within every-
day experience. In ordinary thought one may express opinions and
general intuitions but these intuitions and opinions are too vague
and indeterminate to define either a concept or a problem. The dis-
tinction between philosophy and opinion is familiar from philoso-
phy and resembles distinctions made, for instance, by Plato between
doxa and episteme, opinion and knowledge. Deleuze does not char-
acterize philosophy as knowledge or the search for truth. He does
not characterize philosophical thought by its relation to an outside
about which it would purport to produce knowledge. His concep-
tion of philosophy is thus radically constructivist: philosophy is a
practice of immanent invention which is not answerable to any
external instance of truth — such as God, experience or scientific
theories.

The question then arises, if philosophy is not regulated by a norm
of truth or an ideal of knowledge, what makes philosophy philosophi-
cal? What do great philosophical texts have in common which makes
them different from religious sermons, scientific treatises, or works
of art? Deleuze argues that what they have in common is a system-
atic and radical immanence. Whereas science relies on empirical
experiments and art refers to sensory experience of some kind,
philosophy is in its aspirations at least, independent of this refer-
ence to experience and to the world of experience.

The task faced by any philosopher as a result of this radical
immanence is to produce a system of concepts and problems that
has a sufficient internal consistency and specificity in order not to
collapse into mere opinion. Philosophy derives this consistency
from the internal systematicity of its constructions. This systematic-
ity in turn is not identical with any one particular method - such
as Cartesian Analysis of Ideas, Hegelian Dialectic or the Logical
Analysis of so-called ‘analytical’ philosophy. There is not one single
method of philosophy, just as there is not one single model of philo-
sophical exposition. This is because the image that philosophy has
produced about its own activity has always been transcendent and
dogmatic, measuring philosophy against some ideal of truth that it
is supposed to attain. Philosophy has, as a consequence, also been
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dogmatic in its conceptions of what constitutes an appropriate
method of thinking. It has sought to devise models of correct rea-
soning in order to aid the philosophical mind in its pursuit of the
ideal truth, but philosophy is not governed by this sound and
narrow path of reason.

Philosophical systematicity is different from such a path in that
it is governed neither by specific argumentative or rationalistic
norms nor by an end point of truth and knowledge. Philosophical
systematicity is internal to the philosophical systems that display
the quality of systematicity and does thus not answer to any general
and external criterion. There is no external judgement and no
general criterion which can determine which method of doing
philosophy, that of Spinoza or that of Heidegger, for instance, is
better, or more systematic.

What characterizes an important philosophical system is that
it invents new problems which it spells out and articulates with
the aid of its own concepts. Often these concepts are taken from
the tradition, but they are then given a new meaning through the
process of articulating a new problem. Let us take as an example
Spinoza’s use of conventional Aristotelian concepts to articulate a
new set of problems.

Spinoza identifies a problem of immanence. As soon as this
problem is articulated in philosophy, it gives rise to new subsidiary
problems. In defining the relation between God and the world as a
relationship of immanent creation, Spinoza produces problems
about how the finite created being relates to the divine being that
produced it, of how, more specifically, the finite being is different
from, yet in some sense identical to, infinite divine nature, of how
the finite can belong within infinite nature.

These particular problems are articulated within the system
through the concepts of ‘substance’, ‘mode’, ‘attribute’ and ‘cause”
the finite mode is internal to divine substance; substance is a cause
of itself and modes have their cause of existence outside of them-
selves, in substance. The attribute is a common ground between
substance and mode, the route along which the substantial cause
expresses itself. The terms substance, mode, attribute and cause
belong to the Aristotelian tradition of philosophy. In medieval phi-
losophy these terms refer to the being of individual things (sub-
stances), their qualities (modes, attributes), and their development
(efficient, formal, final causes). In Spinoza’s philosophy of imma-
nence these concepts are redefined as they are employed in the
articulation of a new problem.



152 Philosophy and Art

Deleuze’s theory of concepts, problems and immanent creation
bears a strong resemblance to the theory of science developed in
France by Gaston Bachelard, Georges Canguilhem and Michel
Foucault. While Deleuze was never a historian of science, he took a
vivid interest in the work of Michel Foucault, particularly in his
theory of speech and history, the Archaeology of Knowledge. Deleuze
wrote a very positive review of this book when it came out. This
text appears in a revised version in the book that Deleuze published
on Foucault after his death. Deleuze’s reading of the Archaeology of
Knowledge brings to light a normative problem in Foucault’s method
which is of relevance also for his own theory of philosophy: the
border between what belongs to knowledge and what does not, is
itself part of knowledge and cannot, therefore, be derived from experience.
In Deleuze’s theory of philosophy, concepts are therefore rigorously
defined by their relations to other concepts - they are neither derived
from experience, nor are they to be conceived as tools which we can
use to describe experience - or reality in a wider sense. Concepts
are constructs forming a reality of their own. They also exist in
a different way from sentences or ideas. Concepts do not form
part of language or the mind. In What Is Philosophy?, Deleuze and
Guattari sketch what they call the environment of concepts. The
concept exists on a ‘plane’ surrounded by other concepts. The plane
is itself internal to philosophy. Philosophy creates the medium
(plane) in which it invents concepts.

The notion of a plane raises a difficult question about philosophi-
cal immanence: is philosophy immanent also in the sense of being
without presuppositions? Does not thinking always begin by imply-
ing a range of tacit assumptions? In What Is Philosophy?, Deleuze
and Guattari address this problem. In distinguishing immanence
of construction from the ideal immanence of a completely self-
sufficient and self-justifying rational system, in the manner in
which, for instance, Hegel understood such a system, they seek to
reconcile the idea of immanent construction with the notion that
this constructive practice may well have porous borders: the plane
is thus different from a rational space of enquiry or an ideal realm
of eternal forms. Philosophical practice does not take place in a
historical, cultural and political vacuum. Nor is philosophical prac-
tice reducible to any external conditions. Philosophical practice, in
absorbing elements of its contemporary surroundings, transforms
them into its own set of presuppositions. So, rather than having
external conditions, philosophy invents its own conditions. These
conditions define, prior to any problem or concept, a minimal sense
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of what it means to be real. Thus, prior to the philosophical concept
of ‘Being’ and the problems attached to this concept, philosophy
will at any given time make assumptions about what it means to
count as real. This tacit and pre-conceptual assumption then perme-
ates the plane of philosophical creation. We may take as an example
the three problems addressed by each of Kant’s three ‘critiques”
what guarantees the validity of empirical judgements? What justi-
fies moral action? What is the ground of aesthetic judgements?
These problems are coordinated and gain consistency as forming
one cluster of distinct and yet related problems because Kant implic-
itly and tacitly makes a primary assumption about norms and
judgements: he conceives of ideal norms of validity and legitimacy
as having an unquestionable force in the world, irreducible to any
physical or natural force.

The immanent plane is therefore like a threshold value of initial
assumptions which cannot be questioned within that philosophy
and without which that philosophy would not be able to construct
concepts and identify problems. The old logical term ‘petition of
principle’ indicates the circularity that an argument produces when
it implicitly uses a principle that it sets out to prove. This kind of
circularity is, Deleuze would argue, a necessary condition of phi-
losophy. It is only within a set of assumed, but not fully articulated,
principles about reality that there can be construction of concepts
in relation to determinate problems. This means that we should not
expect of philosophical arguments that they are absolutely clear or
transparent as the dogmatic norms of rationality would seem to
require. The practice of philosophy is always tied to implicit, uncon-
scious assumptions that guide it and the aim of clarity cannot apply
to these implicit assumptions themselves. The philosophical ideal
of total self-understanding is thus an illusion stemming from a
misinterpretation of the creative autonomy that philosophy enjoys
as conceptual invention.

This definition of philosophical practice as conceptual creation
corresponds to Deleuze’s own philosophical self-understanding as
a systematic empiricist. Empiricism means for Deleuze a rejection
of any metaphysical justification of reality. Philosophy thus pro-
ceeds without ever reaching an absolute truth but it does produce
systematic relations between concepts. Deleuze and Guattari extend
this conception of philosophy to the whole history of philosophy
with Plato and Descartes as its central figures: if the purest rational-
ists can be framed within this constructivist non-metaphysical view
of philosophical practice, philosophy as an activity is not dependent
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on the ‘dogmatic image of thought’, the definition of philosophy as
a rational enquiry and a metaphysical description of reality. This
constructivism brings philosophy close to art. The last period of
Deleuze’s work is therefore devoted to a series of texts in which he
compares philosophy and art.

Philosophy and Art

For Deleuze, thought is not closed around itself as a mental realm.
Thought exists equally in artistic practices, in institutions, in scien-
tific theories. Thought can be defined independently of psychology
if the logic of sense constitutes the logical inside of thought, not as it
appears in introspection, but the inside of thought as it emerges
from its own internal, structural possibilities.

This structural inside can be expressed in various practices, in
science, in art or in philosophy. One can think of the whole of
Deleuze’s later work as an effort to define a logic of thought that
would be embodied in sensory relations. This leads in the books on
Leibniz, on Foucault and his books on cinema to a productive inter-
face between philosophy and art. During this period he conceives
of art as thought embodied in a sensory medium and sees philoso-
phy as a practice of formal construction analogous to art. Deleuze
thereby seeks to define the medium of thought independently of
how thought is experienced, by seeing thought as the tracing of
relations within an abstract sensory space.

The works on Foucault and Leibniz explore this interface with
art from the point of view of philosophy, as an aesthetic configura-
tion of concepts. In his book The Fold, Deleuze reconstructs the
metaphysical and rationalistic system of Leibniz according to the
sensuous and tactile concept of the ‘fold” which he finds instanti-
ated, equally, in the structure of Leibniz’s ontology and in baroque
architecture. In his book on Foucault (1986), he reconstructs the
Foucauldian history of knowledge and institutions as being based
on a historical a priori principle, which in turn he sees divided
between a form of the sayable and a form of the visible, or as he says,
an organization of what can be said correlated with an organization
of light. In his two-volume work on cinema, Cinema I and II (1983,
1985), Deleuze compares the organization of sense in film to a cog-
nitive process, and thus equates the greatest films to processes of
abstract thought capable of presenting a non-empirical composition
of time.
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The aesthetic theory of thought pursues the earlier project of a
semiotics of sense. The fundamental principle of this aesthetic
theory emerges from the transcendental semiotics of sense: any-
thing that we may think or express, anything that we can conceive
of as signifying or simply ordered, is dependent on divisions and
ordering principles which may be expressed either in philosophy,
as concepts, or in a sensory medium as relations of light and lines.
Whereas the semiotic project was primarily concerned with lan-
guage and thus found its most adequate embodiment in literature,
the aesthetics of thought that evolves in Deleuze’s thought during
the 1980s is concerned with ordering principles outside of language.
The interface of philosophy and visual art is thus conducive to a
more radical problematization of representation. For if philosophy
is like a visual work of art, thought does not primarily consist of
representing reality but in creating configurations upon an abstract
plane of expression. The immanence of thought is thus what is at
stake here. In order for the exercise of philosophy to be conceivable
as an immanent discipline, the conventional tie between thought
and representation has to be severed. The interface with art shows
how this is possible. Let us now consider how this problem is
carried out in the book on Leibniz and baroque art, The Fold.

The Fold defines a minimal structural element of thought that is
both conceptual and sensual. The ‘fold’ is a historically specific
thought, or thought form, the thought that animates architecture,
mathematics, biology, logic and philosophy in a certain strand of
late seventeenth-century European culture called the baroque. The
fold is manifest in the robes of statues, in the organization of light
and shadow in churches, in the mathematics of curbs and cones, in
Leibniz’s philosophy of nature and subjectivity.

Leibniz understands all being as existing in continuity with
everything else. At the same time all that exists is, and is deter-
mined as, an individual. The ultimate constituents of reality are
individual spirits called monads. These spirits are centres of energy
expressing themselves as strings of perceptions. In the case of
human beings some of these perceptions become self-conscious
thought. The two ontological principles, the individuality of monads
and the continuity of being, are reconciled in Leibniz’s system
because the content of these perceptions is the same. Every percep-
tion contains all of the universe, that is all the other monads and
their perceptions. The perceptions are nevertheless not absolutely
identical. They differ in the way this content is ordered. Likewise,
the monads are not completely identical but differ in the sequence
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of their perceptions and the degree to which they attain self-con-
sciousness. Only in God’s mind are all the perceptions that consti-
tute the world present simultaneously. The word ‘fold’ appears in
Leibniz’s texts as a means of referring to perceptions that are not
self-conscious. The monad is thus said to be like a cloth that is infi-
nitely folded. In the monad only a very small part of this folded
cloth is present to self-conscious thought at any given time. Deleuze
takes up this term of the fold and extends its use from being a
metaphor to being the central thought in Leibniz’s system. The fold
can be said to define both continuity and individuality - the two
polar extremes of Leibniz’s philosophy. All being is continuous
because instead of being divided, nature is itself like an immense
folded cloth with infinitely many organisms at different levels of
organization and complexity. At the highest level there is the human
soul in which individuality is folded as self-consciousness. There is
no separation between distinct entities. There are just centres of
activity folded within larger centres of activity. The individuality of
the human being puts a limit on this folding, because the human
soul is the highest form of unity within the created world. All the
properties of an individual are inherent in that individual as virtual
properties folded within its soul.

Deleuze’s reading produces several parallel processes of trans-
formation. It translates what is Platonic in Leibniz into a sensory
and non-hierarchical language. Deleuze subordinates both the logic
of predication (the monad’s properties) and the metaphysics of the
monad (the principle of unity) to the sensory logic of the fold. The
process of acquiring form through folding becomes the central
feature of reality and not the metaphysical unity and identity of the
monadic soul or self. The self is necessary only as the point where the
fold is organized. The reading identifies a particular moment in the
argument as its organizing centre in order to recast the whole of
Leibniz’s philosophy from being a logical and metaphysical system
founded upon a theory of truth, to being a conceptual image of
reality as a sensory balance between individuality and continuity.
Deleuze does not criticize Leibniz. He constructs his own philo-
sophy within Leibniz’s philosophy.

We have seen that Deleuze has the critical project of showing the
inadequacy of the Aristotelian subject-predicate logical form as a
building block in philosophy. Leibniz, however, appears to use
exactly this model when he says that the monads are primary sub-
stances and that the string of perceptions that make up the inner
life of the monad are its predicates, contained within its ‘complete
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notion’. In order to save the baroque Leibniz from Leibniz the logi-
cian, Deleuze elaborates a distinction between two logical concepts,
which he terms inclusion and attribution. If all that happens in the
monad’s life (its perceptions) can be assimilated to predicates, the
reverse is also true: all predicates can be assimilated to events. The con-
tents of the complete notion must therefore be seen, not as a set of
attributes, but in terms of what it refers to, which is the string of
perceptual events included in the monad’s life.

The monad’s perceptions are unified within its complete notion
which is also the appearance of the monad in the divine mind. This
metaphysics of divine intelligence foreseeing and ultimately causing
every event - since the monads are identical with created being -
constitute another challenge for Deleuze’s reading. Deleuze’s ontol-
ogy of chance and virtual composition is not compatible with a
conception of the world as a deterministic system controlled by a
divine intelligence. However, Deleuze now argues that Leibniz’s
theology of creation, in which God chooses between different pos-
sible worlds, entails a baroque complexity: it involves an immense
system of combinations from which a choice has to be made, a
choice not simply between sets of individuals but between the sets
of events that make up these individuals. Challenging the theology
of creation in Leibniz’s philosophy Deleuze now claims that the
being of the monad itself corresponds to this selection process. The
monad moves forward through its perceptions by selecting at each
instance from its infinite storage those that will be composed into
conscious experience. Deleuze thus, by emphasizing the selection
process, shifts the focus from the divine intellect to the finite being
of the monad, conceiving of the selection process as the event by
which the universe as an open-ended process moves forward.

Following this interpretation of the monad as a fluid plastic form,
the other tenets of Leibniz’s philosophy will also be interpreted as
sensory processes rather than logical structures. Deleuze estab-
lishes an analogy between baroque art and Leibniz’s monadology
based on the separation between outside and inside, fagade and
interior. Baroque architecture organizes light so as to display a
vivid contrast with darkness. Light contrasts with and thereby
serves to emphasize closure, producing inside the closed space a
local and circumscribed luminosity. A similar structure character-
izes the monad. Without windows, as Leibniz says, it cannot interact
with anything outside it. Inside its closed order of perceptions, a
few perceptions are at any point in time highlighted as they pass
before the eye of the mind and become self-conscious thought. The
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relationship between light and darkness in baroque art is not only
one of contrast but also of degrees. The chiaroscuro technique of
Caravaggio or Rembrandt aims to paint the gradual emergence of
form against the background of increasing darkness and indiffer-
entiation. The same holds true of our ordinary thoughts in Leibniz’s
monadology. They slide before us, partly illuminated in self-con-
sciousness but quickly become absorbed into the darkness of our
unconscious perceptions. Which perceptions are at the centre of
attention and which are plunged into darkness constantly changes
as the mind is propelled forward through the course of its life:

The chiar-oscuro fills the monad according to a series which one can
go through in both directions: at one end the dark background, at
the other end the sharp light, which when it lights up produces
whiteness in the designated area, but the white darkens more and
more, is replaced by obscurity, an ever thicker shadow as it spreads
towards the dark corners in all of the monad.?

Let us now consider how the parallel works the other way, how, that
is, art may resemble philosophy.

Cinema and the Critique of Representation

Deleuze’s two-volume work on cinema, Limage-mouvement and
Limage-temps, translated as The Movement-Image and The Time-Image,
presents cinema as a conflictual field of thought, an arena where
two fundamentally different ways of organizing thought and creat-
ing relations clash. One is representational and based on narrative
conventions; the other, the cinema of modernity, challenges the
conventions of narrative cinema and thereby challenges representa-
tion itself. Narrative cinema constitutes a ‘movement-image’. Cine-
matic modernity has opposed to the movement-image a different
way of organizing the image and of organizing the relationship
between the image and time, the ‘time-image’.

Deleuze is unique among philosophers of the late twentieth
century in having written systematically on cinema. Deleuze is not
what we now call a ‘film theorist’, nor is he a film critic. He neither
taught film nor did he write film reviews. He watched films and he
thought about them, in the light of theoretical debates on cinema in
France, often originating in the journal Cahiers du Cinéma. French
film historians and critics developed a problem of cinematic moder-
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nity defined around the concept of mise en scéne, the narrative orga-
nization of the visual image. Deleuze produces a philosophical
interpretation of mise en scéne within the context of an opposition,
inherited from this French critical tradition, between narrative
realism and cinematic modernity.

A more intrinsic definition of Deleuze’s work on cinema is that
it attempts to articulate an aesthetics of film from the point of view
of the film itself in abstraction from the conditions of film produc-
tion and film reception. Film is for Deleuze above all an aesthetic
medium. He does not therefore accept the assumption shared by
some film theorists that film is a means of communication. Film is an
immanent field of sense, organizing affects and time into an autono-
mous whole which is neither representational nor defined by its
relations to a film audience. Film is thus for Deleuze neither to be
analysed as a representation of a reality outside the film nor as a
means to create an impact on an audience.

Film is, rather, a cognitive art form. It organizes visual elements
in time. Thereby it performs a mind-like operation. The organiza-
tion of the film image stands in a complex relation to ordinary
cognition and perception. It cannot be derived from ordinary expe-
rience: the laws of composition and editing are not identical to the
patterns of perception and cognition in subjective experience. On
the other hand, a film can, to a higher or a lesser degree, seek to be
faithful to the way elements are organized in ordinary subjective
experience. This means that some films can challenge the order that
we impose on the world within ordi experience whereas others
endorse this representational order.

The focus of his analysis is always on the composition of indi-
vidual frames and their relations to one another in editing. The aim
of the analysis is to understand the cognitive achievements of dif-
ferent film-makers and types of film. The visual qualities of the film
image and the cognitive implications of these qualities are then
conceived as autonomous, immanent features of the film. This
theory of intrinsic qualities resembles a method of semiotics, but it
has an ambiguous relation to conventional semiotic film theory
which aims to quantify the narrative units or segments of a film.
Agamst this narrative semiotics Deleuze develops a qualitative semi-
otic of cinema, a theory of how aesthetic and signifying qualities of
the film image are organized independently of the narrative units
into which the film may be divided such as scenes or sequences.

Deleuze aims to present the film image as an autonomous signi-
fying reality, as a kind of signification that in no way is derived
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from a representation of the world. In the history of cinema, such
an autonomous image had to liberate itself slowly from a type of
film that is organized around characters and the telling of stories.
This narrative cinema has constituted the mainstream of film-
making both in Hollywood and elsewhere.

There are two overlapping divisions in the cinema books geared
towards grasping this distinction between narrative and non-
narrative cinema. The first, which occupies a central place in the
argument of the first volume, The Movement-Image, is between
showing the world in pragmatic and human terms, and showing
the material world and the human body outside of any reference
to action. This distinction points to a way in which any narrative
film can develop an abstract image that detaches itself from its
own plot and from the reference to the actions and reactions of
characters. The second division which defines the border between
the first and the second volume, entitled The Time-Image, concerns
a much more general trend of aesthetic abstraction, i.e. of a mode of
composition which relies more on the stylistic qualities of the film
image than on the narrative content that it represents. This possibil-
ity of aesthetic abstraction occurs at different moments within
European, American and Japanese cinema but in each case it is seen
by Deleuze as an affirmation of the visual and aesthetic autonomy of the
film image.

According to Deleuze, classical or mainstream narrative cinema
is organized around an ideal correspondence between camera and
character so that what the camera frames and films corresponds in
principle to what a character within the fiction would be able to see.
This correspondence creates an anchoring of the film image within
a framework of subjective perception. The artificial gaze of the
camera is mediated through the perception and action of characters.
The camera is thus not an anonymous or objective or impersonal
gaze, but an individual gaze that is presented as a stand-in for the
natural perception of the character. This character gaze is further
expressed as a pragmatic subject, as a subject of action. According
to the conventions of mainstream narrative cinema, it is not enough
for the characters to occupy a position in the film frame, they also
have to respond actively to a pragmatic situation, i.e. they have to
act. The world viewed by the camera-character is thus always a
world that is present to an active subject, it is always a world that is
about to be acted upon.

The move beyond classical narrative was accomplished by what
is conventionally called ‘modern cinema’, the ‘art cinema’ of, for
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instance, Ozu or Antonioni. This cinema breaks with the correlation
between the visual frame and the perceiving and pragmatic char-
acter-subject of the movement-image. In this new cinema the image
presents a disembodied view on the world. Cinematic modernity thus
liberates the film image from an anchoring within a perceiving and
acting subject. This new image thereby develops signification within
the image directly and not with reference to action. Through this
movement of abstraction, cinematic modernity also liberates a
potential inherent to film as an art form. This potential concerns
the intrinsic relationship between film and time. Film is, according
to Deleuze, an immanent field of signification, capable of organizing
time in a way that is not derived from experience.

At the same time, a film can, to a higher or a lesser degree, be
faithful to the way elements are organized in ordinary experience.
This, on the other hand, means that some films can challenge the
representational order of ordinary experience, whereas others, that
is, classical narrative cinema, largely conform to the order of percep-
tion and subjective experience. The difference between a direct
presentation of time in the time-image and a re-presentation of time
through a narrative perspective in the movement-image involves
the ontological relationship between time and change. In the move-
ment-image, time is represented only relative to change and move-
ment. We must here not think of movement in physical terms but,
more abstractly, as the alteration that occurs within a narrative situ-
ation, the alteration on which narrative is based. Since narrative
thus presupposes the notion of a situation which is altered, the
movement-image requires a certain kind of dramatic organization
of the narrative world in the film and of the image itself. In order
to be intelligible as the alteration of a situation, the story needs to
contain certain psychological, thematic, spatial and dramatic rela-
tionships, those relations namely that make up the situation and its
process of change. In the movement-image, the representation of
these types of relation has been the defining trait of the develop-
ment of film style, according to Deleuze.

The visual ‘grammar’ of narrative cinema, the basic rules of com-
position for telling a story in images, involves camera position and
framing, spatial relations within the frame; editing rhythm, use of
sound and dialogue, as well as the organization of the story itself.
Given the requirements of narrative just mentioned, the primary
principle of this visual grammar in the movement-image is contrast.
A differential element is employed to define each part or component
of the visual image in relational terms, as meaningful in relation to
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something else in the image, or in relation to a previous image. This
visual grammar of narrative cinema evolved, Deleuze writes, during
the 1920s and 1930s. The suspense editing of Griffith, the thematic
editing (montage) of Eisenstein, the opposition of light and shadow
in German expressionist film-makers like Murnau and Lang, and
the contrast between the sea and the mainland in the French film-
makers Renoir and Grémillion are basic elements of narrative and
visual composition, assuring a structural and visual coherence of
meaning within the film. Thereby, the visual field is defined by a
set of meaning-bearing relations. To break away from narrative
cinema thus implies presenting a visual image that is not defined
by its contrastive relations of meaning. The change from the move-
ment-image to the time-image thus implies a change in the signify-
ing status or quality of the film image itself, a movement away, that
is, from meaning-bearing relations.

In narrative cinema, i.e. the movement-image, the film image is
primarily a sign or a bearer of narrative and relational meaning and
only secondarily a visual image. The time-image turns this around:
the visual image is first and foremost a reality in its own right and
then, secondarily, a bearer of meaning, but this meaning need not
be developed dramatically nor be presented through relations
within the image or between images.

One need only compare the way a classical American film-maker
such as William Wyler tends to film houses in his melodramatic
and suspense-laden narrative cinema to how a house is filmed in a
modern European film like Victor Erice’s The Spirit of the Beehive
(1973). In quite different types of films such as The Little Foxes, a
Southern family melodrama from 1941, or The Desperate Hours, a
suspense film about escaped prison convicts from 1955, Wyler
employs the same dramatic, spatial and contrastive style. He thus
excels in exploiting the narrative potential of the house within the
story, in both these films a large two-storey house with a prominent
staircase: he then effectively uses the borders between rooms, the
relation between upstairs and downstairs, the dynamic space of
the staircase as dramatic devices to emphasize the suspense and the
affective potential of the story. In Erice, by contrast, the house takes
on a reality of its own which seems to be equal in weight to that of
its inhabitants. The characters in The Spirit of the Beehive are pas-
sively resisting the Franco regime after the Spanish Civil War,
living on a large and slightly desolate country estate. The house
and the characters are equal, both have been left out of history,
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both are waiting for better times. The characters move around in
the house but the house does not accentuate their relationships to
one another.

This example concerns space rather than time and it is indeed
more obvious to think of visual abstraction in spatial rather than
temporal terms. Yet Deleuze has a complex argument to explain
why abstraction in cinema emerges from a particular presentation
of time.

Whereas time in narrative cinema is aligned to a change within
a dramatic situation, the time-image renders time directly, as a
virtual composition within the image itself. The time presented
within the time-image is thus not that of a change or of a dramatic
development; it is not embedded within conflicts and character
relations. Typically this direct presentation of time takes the form
of rendering characters as components of a space rather than the
centre of a space. The space will then connote the temporal quality
of permanence, or repetition or stasis, which weighs on the charac-
ters or relativizes the significance of their actions. The time-image
is therefore close to Deleuze’s earlier, metaphysical, conception of
destiny as a repetition and variation of virtualities: the time-image
presents different stations of a particular destiny, a particular
segment of repetition-variation. This anti-pragmatic conception of
time and of life corresponds to some film-makers in particular. In
Ozu’s films, characters often appear to be dominated by their
domestic environment. Visconti presents characters who seem
unable to break free of their historical and social situation. Welles
invents characters who appear to be trapped within a role that they
cannot escape but only repeat. The characters in the films of Alain
Resnais are victims of repetition on an even grander scale, as the
repetition that controls them seems no longer to be part of a forward-
moving time line.

Deleuze’s conception of cinematic modernity as implying a break
with a pragmatic and humanistic perspective on the world thus also
has a strongly conservative or fatalistic dimension: the film-makers
who most fully exemplify the time-image are seen by Deleuze in
terms of his own fatalistic conception of time. This movement from
modernity to fatalism is characteristic of a deeper ambiguity in
Deleuze’s thought, flowing from his deep-seated critique of any
anthropocentric view on the world. Thus, the liberation from repre-
sentation and humanism, which is repeated in various ways through-
out his books, constitutes a move towards an affirmation of fate.
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Art, Ethics and Subjectivity

In his book on the painter Francis Bacon, Francis Bacon: The Logic of
Sensation (1981), Deleuze develops a different moral theme from that
of the fatality embodied in the time-image. The book presents the
notion of a subject that is located outside any representational order.
This theme was announced in A Thousand Plateaus through the
theory of becoming, presenting an ethical potential defined in oppo-
sition to representation. Becoming contains a minimal subject that
is also defined in opposition to the socially defined moral subject.
The issue of subjectivity that is addressed in the book on Francis
Bacon, written during the same period as A Thousand Plateaus, thus
concerns both representation, as a thought form, and the ethics of
an a-representational subject.

A Thousand Plateaus argues that the morally accountable subject,
formed through a constellation of the ‘I’ of speech-power, the ‘me’
of moral responsibility, and the ‘he’ or ‘she’ that falls within large
social and moral categories, is the product of a highly complex,
historical and semiotic, process. The book also argues that a very
different kind of subject, a subject of becoming can emerge at the
margins of these processes. The subject of becoming is a-represen-
tational. It is neither a subject taking up a position within discourse,
nor a subject that is representable according to existing parameters
of purposeful action. What is, we may ask, the relationship between
the subject of becoming and ‘freedom’? The theory of ‘becoming’
entails a notion of freedom as escape and a parallel notion of creation
emerging from this movement of escape. In so far as this freedom-
in-creation exists, it is a-representational. It is a freedom emerging
within the radical immanence of a self-defining, self-structuring
development that sets its own criteria of success or failure as it
evolves. This immanent freedom of the subject of becoming
is thus in a particular sense unspeakable. It is not hidden or
invisible but it does not fall within the domain of any existing
discourse.

In his own late works Deleuze addresses these questions of sub-
jectivity, freedom and creation and he does so largely within the
domain of aesthetics. Deleuze thus makes aesthetics into a sort of
master discipline of philosophy, replacing the ontology of sense and
repetition from the early work. In the aesthetic texts on art and
philosophy from his late work - the texts on Foucault, Leibniz,
cinema and Francis Bacon - Deleuze articulates an understanding
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of subjectivity that is different from the Kantian or Husserlian con-
cepts of consciousness, but also clearly separate from any subject of
agency, decision and political or moral responsibility.

In his book on the painter Francis Bacon, Deleuze analyses how
modern painting, and the works of Cézanne, Van Gogh and Bacon
in particular, treat the problem of pictorial representation. His
guiding idea in Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation is that Bacon
strives to purify the representation of the human body by voiding
it of all illustrative content. There is an evolution in Bacon’s work
from dramatic and spectacular pictures to a more sober exploration
of the human body framed by geometrical lines. The later paintings
isolate the body within the frame, rendering its positions, move-
ments and affects, without the realist coordinates of a social envi-
ronment filled with objects, people or even human interaction.

Bacon’s aesthetic evolves gradually in the course of his work as
he purifies the rendering of the body itself, presented as a composi-
tion of affects. This development culminates in a series of triptychs
from the early 1970s in which the body is framed within large
monochrome surfaces. These triptychs form the centre of Deleuze’s
analysis. :

Deleuze calls the rendering of the human body in Bacon’s paint-
ings the Figure. The Figure entertains a dynamic relation with the
space around it but is at the same time isolated from this space by
clear lines. The surrounding space itself is mostly empty, a mono-
chrome surface emphasizing the contrast between the body and
what surrounds it. According to Deleuze, sensations are not depicted
or illustrated in these paintings, but embodied and enacted directly
by the Figure. The paintings thus produce a non-representational
rendering of sensation. Sensation is rendered through a movement
that the Figure undergoes, but this movement is at the same time
static. The Figure does not move to a different location but is the
site of a movement. This movement takes place within the element
of sensation. It is a movement or a passage from one sensation to
another, from one intensity to another. It is an arrested movement,
freezing the body in a particular contortion or typical position. A
sense of gravity governing these Figures makes this arrested move-
ment appear in the triptychs like a fall. The Figure is thus as if
subjected to a gravitational pull, made to coincide affectively with
its own body mass.

Aesthetically, this purification of the Figure involves a specific
relationship between the line, the plane and the colour. The con-
struction of a non-figurative visual space takes the form in Bacon’s
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paintings of what Deleuze calls a modular relationship between line,
plane and colour. Both the perspectival relations of figurative rep-
resentation and the formal relations of abstract painting produce an
organized visual space. Bacon, by contrast, establishes order by con-
trasting colours with one another. These relations of contrast are
themselves purely chromatic, i.e. they are not organized by relations
of light, but by the gradual contrasts between the colours in the
chromatic spectrum. This modular chromatic space attains a kind
of flatness, approaching two-dimensionality and the tactile quality
of Egyptian relief painting. The negative task of avoiding figuration
is thus fulfilled, positively, through the construction of a flat, chro-
matic, modular and quasi-tactile space where relations will not be
programmed or coded by perspectival or formal relationships.

Deleuze thus describes Bacon’s paintings as enacting a double
movement of becoming. Psychological affects are becoming body,
and the painting itself is taking on the plasticity of this embodied
affect. Painting is thereby able to enact a becoming which is internal
to the medium of painting but which is at the same time the becom-
ing of a subject, a subject namely of becoming, a subject that is sus-
pended in the static movement that it undergoes, a subject that
exists only within this movement and which therefore remains
unrepresentable, cut off from action and relationality. This subject
of becoming is a subject of passivity, and Deleuze’s ethics is an
affirmation of passivity, a passivity expressed as a capacity to
undergo affects and as the receptivity required to enter the move-
ment of becoming.

The general theory of philosophy and the specialized studies on
Leibniz, on cinema, and on Francis Bacon each trace a particular
enactment and embodiment of thought within a sensory medium.
In the case of philosophy, the medium is only virtually sensory in
so far as philosophy is not identical with the textual or psychologi-
cal media in which it manifests itself. Philosophy creates its own
quasi-sensory medium, composed of the plane and the concepts
that are constructed on the plane. Cinema is a directly sensory
organization of light and movement, but it is also an interpretation
of perception and its relation to action and time. Every film thereby
makes a statement about the role of the human point of view within
reality. The studies on Leibniz and Bacon interweave even more
tightly the analysis of philosophical problems and the description
of aesthetic structure, to the point where the fold (Leibniz) and the
failing body (Bacon) are fully realized concrete embodiments of
thought in a sensory or quasi-sensory space.
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Conclusion: The Object
of Philosophy

If we now at the end of this survey try to arrive at an overview of
Deleuze’s thought as a whole, both in its chronological development
and in its diversity of themes, we can identify a number of strands
running through his work and holding it together. Paradoxically,
these unifying traits are not ideas or themes but consist of unre-
solved tensions and areas of problems that his thought struggles to
master. In the collaborative work these problems give rise to some
of Deleuze and Guattari’s most innovative concepts. We can identify
three such areas of problems. They all concern the nature of phi-
losophy and the relationship between philosophy and reality, or, in
other words, the object of philosophy.

In Deleuze’s theory of philosophy, he formulates a version of the
old logical concept of petition of principle, the notion that no system
of thought can function without making assumptions that are not
justified within the system. Deleuze calls these tacit assumptions,
the ‘plane’ of a given philosophy. The most important feature of a
plane is the assumptions it contains about reality, about what it
means to be, about what kinds of things exist. The plane is corre-
lated with a conception of the role of the philosopher.

Deleuze’s own plane of philosophy is divided between two
sharply distinct attitudes towards reality, each involving a different
conception of human agency and the power of thought to influence
reality. The first attitude is sceptical and contemplative. Reality is
seen from this perspective as a composition of formal structuring
principles, variously called ‘ideas’, ‘stratifications’, folds’, etc. Human
life, thought and agency exist within a reality constituted by these
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ideas, stratifications or folds. The life of an individual is then con-
ditioned by a system of virtual points defining a destiny for that
individual. The attitude of the philosopher towards reality is
detached and fatalistic as he observes in the game of chance and
repetition the cycle of civilizations replacing each other and end-
lessly repeating the conflict of states and nomads.

In opposition to this detached sceptical stance, Deleuze also
occupies a passionate critical and ethical position. The philosophy
of immanence is a strategy aimed at liberating both philosophy and
life from the grip of ‘representation’, the subordination of our ability
to think under the empirical framework of individual, identifiable
objects and the subordination of life under the conscious applica-
tion of moral rules.

In order to liberate our capacity for thought and potential for
life, we have to dislodge the power of representation both within
ourselves as moral-psychological beings and as philosophers. It is
conceivable for us to do so because thoughts and affects embody
an agency of a different kind from that of self-conscious subjectiv-
ity. This is the agency of the ‘sujet larvaire’ and of ‘becoming’.
The ethics and epistemology of immanence realized as practice
through the concepts of becoming and the embryonic subject entail
a perspective on reality and on the agency of thought within
reality that is opposed to the sceptical perspective of Deleuze’s
metaphysics.

The second area of tension that defines philosophy’s relation to
reality in his work is the tension between metaphysical and episte-
mological positions that are normally opposed, Leibnizian rational-
ism and Humean empiricism, a post-Kantian idealism (the virtual
constitution of reality) and various forms of materialism. Some of
these positions are held in succession: hence Difference and Repetition
is more idealistic than Anti-Oedipus. However, there is a tension in
Deleuze’s metaphysics from beginning to end between a material-
ism that sees reality as arising out of a configuration of unformed
matter and a quasi-mathematical idealism that sees reality as con-
stituted by purely formal and abstract relationships.

Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus present a semiotic solution
to this conflict between materialism and idealism and use this
semiotics to produce a non-empirical or non-representational theory
of social reality.

Anti-Oedipus develops a theory of social categories. These catego-
ries are thought to be produced within the society in which they
are valid in order to represent to the members of that society the
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essence and origin of that society. The categories have a dual ideal
and material status. They are inscribed (material process) on a surface
of sense (ideal result).

In A Thousand Plateaus, this method is applied within the context
of a general theory of culture: all cultural practices, including all
systems of thought and belief, come into being through a material
process of idealization, or ‘deterritorialization” whereby one process
captures and formalizes the internal operating code of another, less
abstract process.

This theory of culture as deterritorialized practice has implica-
tions also for Deleuze’s conception of philosophy. According to A
Thousand Plateaus, philosophy does not have a different role or status
from that of natural and social sciences in that all thought is exer-
cised within a social reality; all thought aspires to a genetic, or
‘diagrammatic’ understanding of reality, and all thought is exer-
cised within a force field dominated by the dual pressures of trans-
parent representation (bi-univocity) and non-representational
thought (rhizome).

The third set of problems that runs through Deleuze’s thought
concerns the nature of this genetic understanding and the status of
its ‘objects’. Deleuze’s early works on Hume, Bergson, Kant and
Spinoza developed various conceptions of thought and immanence.
Common to these was the assumption of a split between thought
and object, between the immanent realm of thought and the objects
that we identify in experience.

The development of an ontological system of virtual points, the
social ontology of production (Anti-Oedipus) and stratification (A
Thousand Plateaus) follow the same principle of immanence: virtu-
alities, production, stratification are not given in experience. They
are genetic principles that do not resemble objects that we can
encounter within conscious experience.

This immanence of the objects of philosophical thought within
philosophy itself moves Deleuze’s thought close to Absolute Ideal-
ism. In the Absolute Idealism of Hegel, philosophy presents itself
as a self-enclosed rational system that is supposed to account for
reality as a whole in its ideal and intrinsic features. By contrast,
Deleuze’s genetic philosophy of difference does not conform to any
such structural model. Nevertheless, the Deleuzian concept of
immanence has an ambivalent relation to this kind of idealism: a
self-sufficient system of reason is itself immanent’ in the sense that
reason is thought to justify itself within the system without having
to rely on ‘external’ evidence taken from experience. Now, Deleuze’s
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principle of immanence differs from this self-sufficiency of a ratio-
nal system in that it is reality and not the system that is thought to
constitute an order of immanence.

Such a concept of an immanent order presents an epistemological
problem about how philosophy may know this order. Deleuze
addresses this question through his theory of determination. The
genetic order of determination that constitutes the immanent order
of reality is not given to thought in the manner of an ideal structure.
In thought, we can only grasp this order of determination through
the problem, later the diagram, but we do not, as we would in a
philosophy of Absolute Idealism, have access to the complete system
of problems and diagrams.

The transition to aesthetics in Deleuze’s last phase transforms
and formalizes the concept of immanence, shifting its application
from the ontological order of reality to the internal principles of
composition within philosophy and art. However, this shift contin-
ues the debate with philosophical idealism and rationalism: ratio-
nalistic philosophical systems are now reconstructed independently
of their own rational claims to self-justification. The immanence of
rationalism, whether in Plato, Leibniz or Hegel, consists in the claim
that philosophical reason is capable of absolute self-justification.
This is a pretension of philosophy that Deleuze has sought to criti-
cize throughout his work. His constructivist theory of philosophy
gives a particular, aesthetic and formalist formulation of this criti-
cism. According to this theory, philosophy can produce consistent
systems, but this systematicity is formal. It is the consistency of
concepts and their relations to a problem. It never amounts to a
structure of rational self-justification.
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Bibliographical Survey of Works on Deleuze

A large number of books devoted either to Deleuze or to Deleuze
and Guattari have appeared during the past decade in the English-
speaking world. Some of these works are introductory, others are
more specialized. Important works have also appeared in French,
Italian and German. The following survey presents some of these
texts, grouping them thematically as well as indicating their level
of difficulty.

I said in the Introduction that commentators take different views
on a number of very basic issues in the interpretation of Deleuze’s
philosophy (both his own and the philosophy developed with Guat-
tari), in particular: (1) the relationship between his philosophy and
the metaphysical tradition beginning with Plato; and (2) the view
that this philosophy presents on human thought and action.

Four of the most significant commentators on Deleuze are
Véronique Bergen, Dorothea Olkowski, Alain Badiou and John
Rajchman. They take different views on these issues and in
particular they take different views on Deleuze’s conception of
philosophical thought.

In La Clameur de I"étre (1997), Badiou presents a purely metaphysi-
cal reading of Deleuze. He emphasizes the cosmological perspective
on human life in Deleuze’s thought and argues that there are formal
similarities between his philosophy of difference and the neo-
Platonic ontology of the One beyond being. Badiou thereby implies
that thinking would aspire to some kind of metaphysical truth. This
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view does not take into account the novelty of Deleuze’s account
of thought as a creative process. The commentaries by Bergen,
Olkowski and Rajchman, by contrast, do exactly that.

Bergen's L'Ontologie de Gilles Deleuze (2001) thus analyses the
theme of creation in Deleuze, a theme that she locates both on the
level of ‘being’ and within thought itself. Being and thought thereby
appear as parallel creative processes that cannot be mapped within
the traditional philosophical vocabulary of ‘representation’.

This so-called ‘representational’ model of thought is also the
topic of Olkowski'’s Deleuze and the Ruin of Representation. She opposes
representation, which she sees as a universal and homogenous
thought-form, to a conception of mental activity as a process that is
grounded in habit and irreducible to any general, representational
thought form.

John Rajchman in his The Deleuze Connections (2000) is attentive
to the novelty of Deleuze’s own method of doing philosophy - his
modernity both as a thinker and as a writer. Rather than recon-
structing Deleuze’s system, Rajchman’s book therefore re-enacts the
thought processes that take place within Deleuze’s philosophy.

Of these four commentaries, those written by Badiou, Rajchman
and Olkowski are very clear and accessible whereas Véronique
Bergen’s book demands a more dedicated reader.

Apart from these four books offering substantial interpretations
of Deleuze’s thought as a whole, there are a number of introductory
essays worth mentioning. Todd May’s Gilles Deleuze: An Introduction
(2005) focuses on the ontological concepts of difference and indi-
viduation. A study of Deleuze’s philosophy of difference with a
stronger emphasis on the theories developed in The Logic of Sense
is that of G. Battista Vaccaro, Deleuze e il pensiero del molteplice
(1990). Frangois Zoubarchivili’s La philosophie de I'événement (1994)
provides a good survey of Deleuze’s theories of force and time.
Another study that explains these concepts, but with an original
focus on Deleuze’s early historical works on Hume, Nietzsche and
Spinoza, is Michael Hardt’s Gilles Deleuze: An Apprenticeship in
Philosophy (1993).

Apart from these interpretative introductions, there are a number
of texts that are introductory in a different sense. They provide clear
and concise summaries of different areas and themes in Deleuze’s
philosophy. In this category are the books by Paul Patton, Deleuze
and the Political (2000), Claire Colebrook, Understanding Deleuze
(2002) and Ronald Bogue’s two books, Deleuze on Literature (2003a)
and. Deleuze on Painting, Music and the Arts (2003b).
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There are also a number of texts which lie between summary and
interpretation and which are devoted to a quite specific text or area
of problems. In this category I would especially recommend Jean-
Jacques Lecercle, Deleuze and Language (2002). It presents Deleuze’s
various semiotic models and discusses their relevance for literary
studies. Another inspiring book written a few years back is Brian
Massumi’s A User’s Guide to Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1992) which
presents a political and ontological reading of A Thousand Plateaus.
David Norman Rodowick’s Gilles Deleuze’s Time Machine (1997) situ-
ates Deleuze’s philosophy of cinema within international film
studies, while James Williams’ Gilles Deleuze’s ‘Difference and Repeti-
tion”: A Critical Introduction and Guide (2003) is an engaging critical
dialogue with Difference and Repetition. Manuel Delanda’s Intensive
Science and Virtual Philosophy (2002) shows the compatibility between
Deleuze’s ontology and contemporary science while Marc Rodli’s
Philosophie des transzendentalen Empirismus (2003) analyses Deleuze’s
account of perception in Difference and Repetition within the context
of an underlying debate between Humean empiricism, Kantian
transcendental philosophy and Husserlian phenomenology.

There are also a number of stimulating collections of essays on
Deleuze. Among them I would like to highlight in particular Jean
Khalfa (ed.), Introduction to the Philosophy of Gilles Deleuze (2003),
Constantin Bundas and Dorothea Olkowski (eds), Gilles Deleuze and
the Theatre of Philosophy (1994), Pierre Verstreten and Isabelle
Stengers, Gilles Deleuze (1998) and the bilingual, French and German
volume Der Film bei Deleuze/Le cinéma selon Deleuze, edited by Oliver
Fahle and Lorenz Engel (1998).

Sometimes people ask which of Deleuze’s books one should
begin with — but there is no correct answer to this. One can start
with the introductions Deleuze himself gave to his philosophy, the
Dialogues with Claire Parnet (1987) and the interviews collected in
Negotiations. Or one can start with one of his early works devoted
to an individual thinker or writer. Or one can begin with one of the
large treatises Anti-Oedipus or The Movement-Image.
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