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In the last decade or so, interest in the work of the French philosopher Gilbert 
Simondon has been rising. This upsurge of attention is due not least to English 
translations of important commentaries by French scholars (e.g., Combes 
2013, Chabot 2013, Barthélémy 2015, Sauvagnargues 2016),1 and of course the 
publication in English of Simondon’s supplementary thesis On the Mode of 
Existence of Technical Objects (2017) and main doctoral thesis Individuation in Light 
of Notions of Form and Information (2020). In France the staggered publication 
history of Simondon’s texts has not worked to his benefit, the proper reception 
of his thought being delayed for several decades. By 1958, Simondon had finished 
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both theses required for the French doctorat, but while his book on the philosophy 
of technology was published the same year, his main thesis had to wait much 
longer. The first part on physical and biological individuation was published in 
1964, the second part on psychic and collective individuation only in 1989, the 
year of Simondon’s death. Beginning in the mid 2000s, a number of Simondon’s 
lecture courses given during his professorship at the Institute of Psychology at 
the Sorbonne (1964-1984) have been assembled and released in French in a dozen 
or so further volumes. Imagination and Invention is one of those books—originally 
published in 2008 and deriving from a lecture course that Simondon taught 
from 1965 to 1966—in a very welcome English translation that is accurate and 
faithful to the original (to the extent of replicating Simondon’s often exceedingly 
long and wandering sentences). This is arguably one of the most interesting of 
the posthumous texts, moreover, as it incorporates and develops ideas from 
Simondon’s doctoral theses—the idea of ontogenesis of the living being, starting 
from biological givens and progressing to psycho-social individuation, as well as 
the idea of technical invention—and does so through an innovative account of the 
notion of image. Ontogenesis and invention are thus reimagined in Simondon’s 
“theory of the image cycle” (3).2

“Imagination and Invention” was also the title of the course that Sorbonne students 
in psychology and philosophy were expected to complete as part of the Certificate 
in General Psychology. Given such a title, they may have envisioned an inquiry 
into the mental capacities of a subject and a theory of imagination as reproductive 
or productive faculty, tending ultimately toward the act of invention. Instead of 
an analysis of human psychology, however, they were confronted with a complex 
account of the genesis of images drawing insights from biology, zoology, ethology, 
psychoanalysis, philosophy, myth and literature, arts, religion and technology. As 
early as the Preamble to the course, Simondon criticises a “faculty psychology” 
that derives faculties from a variety of prevalent tasks—remembering, perceiving, 
anticipating—so as to erect conceptual barriers between psychic domains (4). 

Simondon’s interest is rather focused squarely on the notion of image, which he 
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uses to refer to very heterogenous realities. Indeed, mental images are only part 
of a much wider set of phenomena. Images include, for instance, bodily motor 
schemas and social stereotypes as well as what Simondon calls ‘image-objects’ 
such as fashions, artworks or technical objects. Basically, “almost all man-made 
objects are in some way image-objects” (13) endowed with meaning and affective-
emotive charge, and capable of linking the individual and its milieu. Simondon 
does not merely want to say that things are dependent on manufactured images, 
like commodities, but that things are objectified images that result from a process 
of genesis (the image cycle). There is a becoming of images, a way that images 
are intrinsically linked to a local activity that carries them along certain lines that 
could lead to pathologies or positive inventions, either practical or symbolic (21). 

The image cycle is connected to an organism’s activity, but this activity need 
not be wholly conscious. There is a significant unconscious infrastructure that 
produces and conveys images, while only some aspects of this imaging activity 
cross the threshold of consciousness. To borrow a metaphor that Simondon offers 
in the Preamble: conscious images are “like the visible part of a mushroom which 
is supported by the more durable, essential, and universal mycelium, for there 
are mushrooms that do not produce this visible part above ground; and yet they 
proliferate, and their action on the milieu is no less powerful” (4).

One has to read Sartre’s The Imaginary, written some 25 years earlier, in parallel 
with Imagination and Invention in order to uncover the remarkable opposition at 
work in it. Simondon occasionally refers to Sartre, sometimes even approvingly, 
which speaks to his rather conciliatory hope to find an element of truth in every 
position.3 However, Sartre’s theory of imaging consciousness could not be further 
from Simondon’s cycle of images. First of all, Sartre denies the existence of an 
unconscious:4 an image is nothing but the consciousness of the subject’s relation 
to an object. In cases of perception, the object is present and teaches us something 
about the real world. Imaging consciousness, on the contrary, only presents an 
‘irreal’ world, an “anti-world.”5 The object as imaged is an irreal object that “is 
never anything more than the consciousness one has of it.”6 The subject’s relation 
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to such an irreal object amounts to a question of attitude, which is one of ‘quasi-
observation.’ “We are, indeed, placed in the attitude of observation, but it is an 
observation that does not teach anything.”7 Sartre cannot admit that an image 
could come ‘into’ the mind by affecting it from outside, since that would ruin 
the transparency of consciousness to itself through the intrusion of something 
unassimilable, an obscure being.8 Instead, imaging consciousness presents its 
object as a “nothingness of being.”9 Objects as imaged cannot act on me: “They 
are neither heavy, nor pressing, nor demanding: they are pure passivity, they wait. 
The feeble life that we breathe into them comes from us, from our spontaneity. 
If we turn ourselves away from them, they are annihilated.”10 This means that 
one cannot be surprised or overwhelmed by images. They don’t give us anything 
to learn or decipher. In fact, Sartre treats images as a lower kind of thought, a 
degraded knowledge.

For Simondon, on the contrary, images are entirely real. Their exteriority and 
relative independence are evident not only in objectified images, or image-objects, 
but also in the form of images appearing to mental awareness. They maintain “a 
certain opacity” (9) and can act as intruders, “endowed with ghostly power” (8). 
He cites ancient sources, from Homer to Lucretius, to illustrate how images can 
forcefully intervene into reality and cannot be controlled by consciousness or 
will. “It is only starting in the seventeenth century that the description of images 
in terms of subjectivity imposed itself” (9). In this, Simondon’s notion of image 
transgresses some of our contemporary categorial bounds as well and refuses to 
be determined simply along the standard dividing lines between subject/object, 
real/irreal, conscious/unconscious, image/perception, image/thought, animal/
human. 

Is this “polymorphous diversity of images” (Chateau, xxiv) too broad and all-
encompassing to allow for a workable definition? As Jean-Yves Chateau argues in 
his very instructive and insightful preface to the book, Simondon does not assume 
the availability of well-defined concepts “given or settled from the start” (xvi), 
but begins by delineating the central problems in the Preamble and Introduction. 
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According to Simondon, the “philosophical, psychological and social task” (14) 
is to save the image as intermediary reality between the subjective and the 
objective,11 and to recuperate image-objects “by re-installing them in becoming, 
relocating them in inventions, by deepening the images they harbor” (14). What 
Simondon intends to sketch is the whole story of ‘creative evolution’ for the 
invented object, starting with the most basic images of life, with the dynamic 
motor schemas of primitive organisms, continuing with intra-perceptual images 
and finally passing through a world of formalised images or symbols. The first few 
chapters thus begin from a number of “biological givens,” interpreting animal 
science and psychology. One of the uncommon virtues of the book is arguably 
just this, Simondon’s refusal to draw a dividing line between humans and non-
human animals. Indeed, Simondon was always more interested in continuities 
or analogies of operations across domains than in working from discontinuities 
or fixed distinctions. This is not to imply an insensitivity to differences, since he 
replaces the dividing line with differences in degree (such as chrono-topological 
differences in processes of structuration).12

By the time Simondon teaches his course on Imagination and Invention, his two 
doctoral theses had been published, at least in part, and they provide a background 
to better situate the project pursued in the lectures. In his secondary thesis, 
Simondon gives an account of the evolution of technical objects, describing the 
progressive development of technical elements that, once invented, are further 
refined through implementation in new technical frameworks (so-called ‘technical 
individuals’ and ‘technical ensembles’). He investigates the specific modes of 
existence of technical objects in their milieu and the way they incorporate natural 
dynamics in their functioning. Of particular relevance here is that he also sketches 
a theory of invention in this connection, paying tribute to the anticipating 
imagination of the inventor and the role of material properties in the creative 
process. Aspects of this account of technical invention can be rediscovered in his 
theory of the image cycle, perhaps to the surprise of the psychology students not 
anticipating excursions into the history of the Polaroid camera, the multi-tubular 
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steam-engine boiler, or the first electronic amplifier (i.e., Lee de Forest’s three-
element vacuum tube). However, Imagination and Invention goes far beyond the 
account of technical invention and development. 

The book traces the created object (technical objects but also artworks or 
religious objects) back to the three phases of the image cycle. The first comprises 
anticipatory motor schemas on the biological or vital level; the second deals with 
mental images that synthesise cognitive, perceptual and affective-emotional 
charges; and the third concerns memory images that are systematically organised 
in a symbolic world. Each phase provides the conditions of genesis for the next, 
triggering a ‘transductive’13 development of images. This genesis of images can 
either come to an abrupt halt, leading to an artificial dream world (as, for instance, 
in art as mere aestheticism; 137), or the cycle of images can reach a state of 
completion in practical or symbolic inventions (the production of image-objects). 

The image cycle is the analogue of Simondon’s phase-shift model of the individuation 
of living organisms developed in his main doctoral thesis Individuation in Light of 
Notions of Form and Information. The becoming of an individual (its ontogenesis) 
is explained by placing the individual back into the system of pre-individual 
being, an energetic system consisting in potentials and forces of tension between 
incompatible orders of magnitude. The successive phases of physical, vital, 
psychic and psycho-social individuations are considered as partial resolutions of 
this polarised problematic field, making the individual appear as a relative reality 
in the individual-milieu coupling. The paradigmatic case that Simondon deploys 
is crystallisation, wherein a seed introduced into an oversaturated solution leads 
to the growth of a crystal. The condition of crystalline individuation is an initial 
incompatibility between the amorphous substance (rich in energetic potentials) 
and the limit of the structural germ. Free particles precipitate from the solution 
to form layers on the surface of the germ, which subsequently increases in size. 
The amplifying structuration thus results from an internal resonance between the 
initially incompatible orders of microphysical discontinuity and macrophysical 
structure. The paradigm of crystallisation illustrates the logic of phase-shifts 
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from initial metastable equilibrium to subsequent structuration triggered by an 
event (like the insertion of a seed) that brings incompatible orders of magnitude 
into communication. The temporal dimension is a continuity that is constituted 
by discontinuous transitions to always new metastable equilibria. 

This logic of explanation or image of thought based on the model of the phase-
shift occurs again and again in Simondon’s theory of the image cycle, albeit in 
a less explicit way, in that the motor image precedes perception and acts like a 
seed, soliciting perceptual images. The intra-perceptual image reduces initial 
incompatibilities and creates a new compatibility in phenomena such as perceptual 
constancy (74-76), differential perception (77-79) and the perception of shapes 
(81-87). The symbolic image harbours an “inner tension” of incompatible qualities 
(e.g., the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ mothers; 124). According to Simondon, “this coupling 
of incompatible yet linked qualities expresses the state of supersaturation of the 
memory-image—a metastable state that is the necessary condition for invention, 
that is, for a structural change restoring compatibility within a new system” (124). 
In short, the conception of the image cycle depends on the logic of phase-shifts, 
which constitutes its dynamism or becoming. 

The inspiration Simondon draws from his previous work on individuation goes 
even deeper, as he conceives the genesis of images in analogy to the development of 
a living organism. The different stages of the image cycle, its growth, development 
and saturation of subsets of images, possess a genetic dynamism, “comparable in 
its unfolding to the other genetic processes that the living world shows us (both 
phylogenesis and ontogenesis)” (3-4).14 In addition, his ontogenetic theory of 
the living also serves as an analogy for his account of technical invention and 
progress: “The act of invention is not essentially distinct from the organised 
modes of growth characterising organisms” (162). This is to say that invention is 
not a creative act ex nihilo but a maturation of the image cycle, resulting from the 
dynamic interaction of organised groups of images. 

More broadly, the theme of ‘becoming’ in the dynamic genesis of images echoes 
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Bergson’s notion of becoming. Simondon’s work has a number of close affinities 
with the thought of the earlier French philosopher, if only in the leading themes 
and concepts. Yet the schema of continuity expressed in Bergsonian becoming 
is not the same as that which Simondon proposes.15 Continuity in Simondon’s 
sense involves the chronological schemata of discontinuity, simultaneity of 
phases, and a sort of virtual envelopment of phases: there is a tendency to go to 
the very limit and transcend it toward the next stage in each phase of the image 
cycle. The notion of the image also features prominently in Bergson’s 1896 book 
Matter and Memory, although his immediate concern there was not the material 
reality of images. He assumed in fact the very reverse: material reality as image. 
In this way, by positing an existence halfway between the ‘thing’ of the realist 
and the ‘representation’ of the idealist, Bergson sought to open a path between 
two incompatible philosophical positions. Simondon is confronted with similarly 
irreconcilable viewpoints: images as pure consciousness, differing solely in terms 
of attitude of the subject (Sartre), images raised to the status of an organism (a 
position Sartre fiercely attacks),16 or else as completely non-existent.17 His strategy 
of positioning the image as an intermediary reality between object and subject is 
thus not too distant from Bergson’s universe of images that are neither things nor 
representations.

CHAPTER SYNOPSIS

After these preliminary remarks on the book’s context, main themes and methods, 
we should consider its structure and highlight some of its innovations. Imagination 
and Invention begins with a Preamble and Introduction, followed by three parts, 
each of which corresponds to one phase of the image cycle, and concludes with 
Part Four on invention, focusing on image-objects. 

The central thesis of Part One is that motor initiatives precede the sensory 
experience of objects. This is to say that motor images appear first and help 
anticipate the encounter with actual objects. For instance, microorganisms 
such as protista or metazoa, living in water, have been observed to engage in 
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undirected, spontaneous motor behaviour, based on their endogenous action 
system. They may respond to certain intensive gradients (such as temperature, 
light or nutrition) in their liquid milieu but the motion occurs before they react 
to a true object. Simondon suggests that this spontaneous motor activity is 
preserved in higher organisms endowed with a nervous system (30). In light of 
these considerations he puts forward a hypothesis about the phylogenetic origin 
of nervous systems: initially, a nervous system did not evolve as a linkage system 
between stimulus and response but rather as a diffuse endogenous set of nerves 
that helped to coordinate the animal’s movements.

The reference to an ‘endogenous source’ of motor action indicates that Simondon 
is not pursuing a strictly functionalist account of the relation between organism 
and milieu. Instead, an organism is already equipped with an action system, 
based on the body plan or “anatomy of an organism” (31). This is to say that the 
movements of an organism are structured or organised in themselves; they are 
endowed with ‘form’ (ibid.). There is thus a structuralist or formalist element in 
Simondon’s account of the primacy of motor images: “ways of drinking, manners 
of moving, leaping, crawling, seizing an object” are realisations of an action 
system, organised by the particular constraints of the organism’s body. This is why 
Simondon considers motor images as a priori images: their source is the organism 
itself, whose specialised organs and operative modes act as structural constraints 
in the negative sense of limits as well as the positive sense of a channel for future 
behaviour.

Part Two of the book considers perceptual images, which are modes of gathering 
information from the milieu. Simondon emphasises the processual and active 
nature of perception: it cannot be separated from the auto-kinetic system that is 
the body, nor from the organism’s felt needs and desires to explore its surrounds 
and learn about its contents. Thanks to motor-perceptual images an organism, 
even of the most primitive type, organises its milieu in accordance with “primary 
categories of valence and signification” (63). They allow it to distinguish, for 
instance, members of the same species, potential partners for mating, predators 
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or prey, and to adapt to the given situation through appropriate motor reactions 
(approach, defence, flight, attack, etc.).

Secondary (or psychic) categories become operative when information gathering 
is more elaborate. It is important to note at this point that Simondon does 
not simply equate ‘psychic’ activity with the human mind, but speaks of the 
“possible consciousness” (69) of an individual on a primary biological level as 
well as instinctive conduct by human beings. The point is not to draw a sharp 
distinction between the biological and the psychological: “[t]he issue is not to 
oppose the animal to the human but to situate the frequency of behaviors of a 
biological or psychical type“ (63). To avoid misinterpretation, Simondon prefers 
the terminology of ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ categories or orders of images. 

Interperceptual images of the secondary order arise when the territory of an 
individual or group is already organised and familiar in such a way that only 
what is new or remarkable catches the attention. In other words, information 
gathering shifts toward what Simondon calls ‘differential processing’ and ‘the 
image as singularity.’ Difference is the important term here, and the difference 
in question is not simply the one between figure and ground which defines a 
‘Gestalt.’ What Simondon means is rather an act of differentiation in the subject: 
an image has to be produced from an initially metastable field of perception. That 
is, a ‘gestaltised’ image is not simply given, nor is it the result of a stable state 
of equilibrium (91). Adopting an account “in favour of the metastable character 
of perceptual equilibria“ (83), Simondon launches a series of arguments against 
Gestalt psychology and its laws of the ‘pregnant’ or ‘good form.’ In his main 
thesis he had already issued a criticism in the same vein. In the Introduction to 
Individuation, he declares: “We would like to take up Gestalt theory again and, 
with the introduction of a quantum condition, show that the problems posed by 
Gestalt theory cannot be directly resolved via the notion of stable equilibrium but 
only via the notion of metastable equilibrium; good form is therefore no longer 
simple form, pregnant geometrical form, but significative form.”18 A geometrically 
well-defined shape such as a circle is not a ‘pregnant’ form in itself. It attracts 
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attention, for instance, in the wild where it is encountered as something surprising, 
unexpected or singular (say, geometrical lines drawn in a stony desert, pointing 
to some human activity in the past). On the whole, Simondon’s arguments will 
support the view that the meaning of a perceptual situation, its sense, emerges 
only as a difference—differences between past and present states, between 
forces of tension, contraction and expansion, between molecular and molar 
orders of reality. “What constitutes the image in a perceptual whole is neither 
microstructure nor whole configurations, as perfect and geometrical as they may 
be, but the always precarious and tense correspondence or compatibility between 
the molecular and solar order of realities” (84). 

The third part is the most difficult to negotiate because it presents such a wide 
variety of images, although they can all broadly be classified as a posteriori 
memory-images.19 Simondon distinguishes different levels on which a posteriori 
images can occur: the level of elementary conditioning (imprinting) studied by 
ethologists, the level of properly psychic processes (the study of memory-images, 
from particular to generic), and the level of symbols, i.e. highly formalised and 
mobile images (from binary to ternary symbols), studied by psychoanalysts 
among others. One can see these various levels as layers progressively built up 
from the biological to the psychic and social; there is no clear-cut separation but 
rather a ‘transductive’ transition from one level to the other. The paramount 
question, for Simondon, is whether there is a continuous path from concrete 
images that can be given a particular date in an individual’s history, via generic 
images, i.e., simplified images that condense a plurality of concrete experiences, 
to highly formalised images such as symbols. The way this question is answered 
distinguishes empiricists from idealists (117-118). On the side of the idealists he 
situates Descartes and Berkeley, while Simondon himself appears more inclined 
toward the empiricist position that “affirms continuity” (118): “empiricism 
contains and affirms, through the vehicle that is the image, the possibility of the 
infinite progress of thought” (120). For Simondon, the cycle of images develops 
“like a tree” (120)—a comparison that further underlines the idea of continuity. 
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It is obvious here again that he abhors the sharp distinctions favoured by Sartre; 
in The Imaginary, the latter argues for a radical difference between three types 
of consciousness, namely “to perceive, to conceive, to imagine,”20 and refuses 
to admit any transition between them.21 Simondon, on the contrary, claims that 
reflective knowledge evolves progressively through a series of images. Instead 
of assuming separate, irreconcilable realities (perception, imagination, memory, 
thought), Simondon advances the thesis of “successive phases of a single process 
of genesis” (3). However, he does not completely coincide with the empiricist on 
this question either, and the following example of the method of induction can 
illustrate the difference between Simondon’s viewpoint and that of a version of 
empiricism. 

Commonly, the acquisition of concepts by means of induction is presented as 
a way of abstracting common features from a plurality of experiences or partial 
memories, thereby disregarding individual differences. According to Simondon, 
this conception of induction may hold “when we speak in terms of conceptual 
knowledge, but not when we seek to describe the genesis of the image and the 
mode of knowing it provides” (122). He criticises an idealised, totalizing view that 
“erases the historicity of informational encounters, which can be successive only 
within the subject’s experience” (122). To approach the problem of induction 
from the subject’s perspective means that there will always be a first encounter 
that has a particular affective-emotional valence. This is what Simondon refers 
to as the ‘original imprint’: it is the primordial image that serves as an absolute 
point of reference for subsequent encounters. Secondary imprints can create 
modifications and even serious tensions with regard to the original image. To take 
Simondon’s example: the original imprint may be the encounter with the good 
and nurturing mother, while encounters with the bad, possessive mother may be 
secondary imprints. The constitution of the image of the mother can be a complex, 
branching sequence of events, which spans the entire continuum between the 
extreme poles of ‘good’ and ‘bad.’ The acquisition of generic images therefore 
cannot be detached from a temporal index expressing the succession of events in 
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a subject’s experience. Simondon insists that “knowing through the image is thus 
different from the traditional description of inductive knowing” (123).

This is not to say that the constitution of generic images is always highly 
charged through strong affective-emotional encounters. There can be a process 
of conceptualisation that is motivated by only relatively weak partial memories 
(124). However, in cases of antagonistic encounters Simondon is doubtful that 
they may simply neutralise one another in the experience of the subject (125). 
Instead, incompatible qualities are retained rather than erased in the memory-
image; they lead to a metastable state, “the state of supersaturation of the memory-
image” (124), which is the necessary condition for the progressive transition of 
images. According to Simondon, “the image is anterior to partial empiricisms and 
is developed by going further than their results” (125). There is thus a progressive 
transition from the image to the symbol, or as Simondon puts it, from ‘binary 
symbols’ to ‘ternary symbols’ (130). This happens when the asymmetrical, 
sequential structure of the image (e.g., the good, then bad mother) is turned 
into the synchronic, paradoxical structure of the symbol (or ‘Imago’).22 Symbols, 
for Simondon, are highly formalised images that have become mobile, detached 
from the empirical situations of their emergence; yet they have also preserved the 
power to organise images into sets or subsets that persist in a symbolic universe. 
The symbolic organisation of images has the potential to structure action and 
support the process of invention.

Having thus described the image cycle, Simondon moves on to propose an account 
of practical and symbolic invention in Part Four. Once again, he avoids drawing 
a line of division between human and non-human animals and reproducing the 
venerable bias that the former be the only to display intelligence and creativity. 
Calling on numerous studies from the scientific literature on a variety of animal 
species (ranging from wasps, ants and spiders to birds, octopi and monkeys, and 
including his own observations of European red ants), Simondon develops an 
account of practical invention that involves the organisation of a territory through 
technical mediation between the living being and its milieu. Technical mediation 
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includes the creations of habitats (building of nests or digging of burrows), 
foraging and hunting techniques, as well as the use of found or manipulated 
objects as tools. All of these cases of practical invention can be identified in the 
animal kingdom, and we have to acknowledge that “the problem of the capacity 
for invention among animals coincides here with their intelligence” (150). 

Simondon does not however deny that there are differences, “at least of degree” 
(189), between non-human and human animals with regard to the capacity of 
invention. The most pronounced difference, he thinks, lies in the detachability of 
created objects: the fact that human inventions, such as machines, can be separated 
from their time and place of origin, transferred to other cultures where they can 
effectuate an organising power, or serve as relays for subsequent improvements 
and inventions. This “topological” (187) difference is due to specific achievements 
in the transmission of information. A technical object like a machine retains its 
specific informational content and significance regardless of its original inventor 
and operator, thanks to symbolic invention: the conception of universal symbolic 
sign-systems that allow for the formalisation of tasks and operations. While 
animal and even artisanal productions remain largely dependent on particular 
conditions of their insertion within the milieu—and as such retain a quality of 
particularity and uniqueness—industrial objects are ‘universal’ and ‘timeless’ 
(164). They are the symbol and support for ‘cumulative participation,’ allowing 
for communication between technically minded people across the globe. This is 
what Simondon terms a ‘transindividual relation,’ made possible mainly through 
industrial and post-industrial (electronic) technical objects. Simondon does 
not exclude the possibility of animal ‘cultures,’ but he points to the “paucity of 
means of successive transmission” and the “lack” of detachable objects in animal 
societies (163).

Simondon’s account of the inventive process is fundamentally linked to the 
instance of a problem, or problem-event. Invention always corresponds to the 
encounter with a problem, whose “two fundamental problematic modes are 
hiatus and incompatibility” (139). Solving the problem requires bringing those 
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incompatible orders into communication, one of them being the order of the 
completed result that comes into play as a kind of retroaction of the future on 
the present. As Simondon puts it: “Invention sets up a kind of retroaction, a 
recurring input (‘feedback’) which goes from the regime of the completed result 
to the organization of the means and subsets within a mode of compatibility” 
(140). Invention calls for anticipation or ‘foresight’, a leap forward into the 
future to the point at which the problem is solved. In summary, a problem is 
a polarised situation in which a field of finality (anticipation of the completed 
result) interacts with a field of experience (past and present experiences). 
Within this situation of tension, a population of mental images is modulated and 
organised; this effectuates a modification in the status of the problem conditions. 
The problem is solved when a new compatibility between the two incompatible 
orders of magnitude, the field of finality and the field of experience, is discovered. 
In the case of symbolic invention, the prerequisite for solving a problem is a single 
axiomatic system wherein the problem can be posed in coherent (homogenous) 
terms. In the case of practical invention, there is no need for the construction of a 
single system—it is provided by the organism, its endogenous action system and 
acquired operative modes (150).

CONCLUSION

Simondon’s concept of image may yet become his most significant contribution 
to scholarship today. It is not to be confused with a fleeting, ephemeral 
mental phenomenon, but must be understood as an objective schema for 
organising further images and guiding action. Since the activity of acting and 
thinking through images begins in the biological regime of simple organisms, 
it functions as the common ground for living beings of very different orders 
of complexity. It thus avoids dichotomies such as instinct/intelligence, mind/
body, biological/cultural, etc., which tend toward unhelpful essentialisations and 
the categorisation of phenomena into fixed domains. Incidentally, although in 
Imagination and Invention Simondon focuses on the animal kingdom, in Cours sur 
la Perception23 he also refers to motor conduct in plants, either in the form of 
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spontaneous, inchoate movements (kineses) or that of directed motor responses 
(phenomena such as phototropism or chemotropism). There are thus perceptual-
motor images in plants as well.24 This can be the root of what is now often 
referred to as ‘plant intelligence’ – a concept that arouses more argument over 
terminology than productive contention regarding the phenomena described by 
it. If we follow Simondon’s suggestion and comprehend both basic patterns of 
meaningful behaviour and intelligent cognition in terms of different phases of a 
cycle of images, we may avoid not only unhelpful dichotomies but also ineffectual 
debates about ascribing anthropomorphic notions such as ‘intelligence,’ ‘mind,’ 
‘consciousness,’ etc. to non-human living beings. Simondon’s peculiar notion 
of image might be a valuable contribution to contemporary problems in animal 
studies and psychology, including biosemiotics more broadly.25

What is less convincing in our current predicament of ecological crisis is 
Simondon’s tenacious optimism as to the compatibility of the technical universe 
and nature, which appears at the horizon of this book and which is even now 
celebrated, paradoxically or perhaps symptomatically, in the reception of his work. 
For Simondon, technical invention is first of all a prolongation of vital activities, 
the completion of the genesis of images, and as such inserts itself into natural 
cycles. What is more, the technical object, according to Simondon’s conception 
of concretisation, approaches the organic indefinitely or without limit, and thus 
appears to be able to blend seamlessly with nature. A technical object is not 
defined by its utility but rather according to its degree of concretion; there is a 
process of concretisation from more to less abstract technical objects, whereby 
the latter are characterised through increasingly organic, i.e. self-regulated and 
self-constitutive, functioning.26 As Simondon puts it, “[t]he technical object as a 
product of invention is characterised in an essential way by its organic character, 
which we might equally call a structural and functional self-correlation, as opposed 
to the divergence of adaptive evolution that specialises the product according 
to categories of users” (168). Through concretisation technical objects thereby 
become, “like an organism” (174), less and less arbitrary and artificial.27
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The progressive perfectioning of technical objects toward a self-correlation 
of parts and functions is described by Simondon in terms of an increasing 
functional surplus value (174)—true invention is not only the materialisation of 
a preconceived end: “In a true invention, there is a leap, an amplifying power, 
that goes beyond simple finality and the limited search for an adaptation” (171). 
The process of invention brings with it unintended side-effects—in Simondon’s 
words, ‘supernumerary functions,’ which open a field of virtual possibilities for 
further improvements and new inventions. Simondon thus develops a quasi-
biological account of technical evolution that is more radical and directed than 
contemporary evolutionary accounts of the evolution of life, since the latter 
are no longer premised on notions such as progress and perfection. He claims 
a “necessity of technical progress” (174), in the course of which technical 
objects incorporate more and more of natural reality through the recruitment of 
(physical, chemical) natural dynamics. The result is a recreation of nature within 
the universe of technics, or “the progressive naturalization of technics” (174). 

Ultimately, Simondon assumes a conciliatory mediating function of technics 
that establishes a new compatibility between humanity and nature; he argues 
that the multitude of technical objects constitutes an “envelope” (186) for the 
individual, which mediates between the subjective, the objective and the social 
world. He understands this envelope of technical objects as creating a “network 
of two-pathways from nature to humans and humans to nature,” displaying 
“an indefinite anastomosis and a multitude of relays” (189). In other words, 
through the mediation of technics humans may communicate with and act upon 
nature at certain key-points.28 Moreover, technical development even feeds into 
“an amplifying dialectical evolution” (175) with regard to the human-nature 
relationship. Is this vision of amplification through technics—contributing to 
a progressive dialectical evolution of human societies and their relations with 
nature—to be understood as a regulative ideal?
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Simondon undoubtedly believed the amplifying effect of technology to be a 
historical reality. He considered the industrial revolution as a chapter in this 
dialectical evolution and the mechanisation of labour as a recruitment of natural 
dynamics, drawing an analogy between the surplus value theorised by Marx and 
the supernumerary functions of technical progress (175). Just as automated 
processes require some human ‘machine parts’ to extract surplus value from the 
cycle of production and consumption, so technical devices incorporate “‘wild’ 
effects” (174) of nature to amplify their functioning in the higher reaches of the 
cycle of images. Simondon’s analogy here is awkward, to say the least, since the 
recruitment of the ‘wild’ effects of natural dynamics is, for Simondon, a factor in the 
necessary progressive evolution of technics, aiming toward perfectioning, whereas 
the extraction of surplus value is simply the essential mechanism of a contingent 
political regime premised on accumulation as differential power. No doubt, in 
other writings, Simondon makes some critical remarks about industrialisation 
under capitalism: he criticises the “alienation” of factory workers from the 
operation of their machines (which amounts to a deskilling of labour),29 the “rape 
of nature”30 through technocratic industrial extraction, as well as the logic of the 
market that dissimulates or distorts technical functioning through the trends of 
commercial fashion.31 However, his critique aims only at “external” social factors 
that leave the progressive evolution of technics untouched. Whatever political 
or ethical concerns one should have regarding capitalist industrialisation, the 
responsibility, according to Simondon, lies not with the technical object. 

Be that as it may, technical evolution for Simondon has a law-like character; it is not 
a historical contingency (although, of course, individual inventions are historically 
contingent). There is an intrinsic logic or virtual structure to technical evolution—
visible in the dynamics of concretisation as well as in Imagination and Invention as 
the natural cumulative effect of the cycle of images—which is responsible for the 
necessity of progress. It is this formalist element that distinguishes Simondon’s 
from most historical accounts of the development of technics. His example of 
the development of the electronic vacuum tube (from diode to pentode) (171-
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2)32 more than any other example seems to prove his point, at least for certain 
phylogenetic lineages of technical objects. Even if there is such a quasi-evolution 
in some lineages, however, this does not all by itself mean that this development 
is compatible with the evolution of life or with nature. Simondon cherishes the 
idea of an ensemble of genetic processes—biological, social and technical, that 
all converge to an “entire genesis implicating man and the world.”33 This magical 
convergence, in which there is almost something of a pre-established harmony, 
can only be called utopian. In view of our current ecological situation, the relation 
between the technical stratum, human societies and nature is rather an unstable 
disequilibrium unlikely to resolve itself into a new compatibility, and calls instead 
for radically new (political, social and technical) modes of existence.34
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9. Ibid., 13, 14.
10. Ibid., 125.
11. See, for instance, the subtitle of the Introduction: “The Image as Intermediary Reality Between 
Object and Subject, Concrete and Abstract, Past and Future.”
12. For instance, in Individuation in Light of Notions of Form and Information, Simondon points 
out the chrono-topological differences between physical individuation (e.g., that of a crystal 
within a supersaturated solution) and the individuation of a living being in its milieu.
13. ‘Transduction’ is a term that Simondon introduces in his book Individuation in the Light 
of Notions of Form and Information. In a narrow sense, it refers to the process of progressive 
structuration of a crystal in a supersaturated solution, where the external molecular layer serves 
each time as the basis for further crystallisation. But Simondon uses the term in a much wider 
array of applications: “By transduction we mean a physical, biological, mental, or social operation 
through which an activity propagates incrementally within a domain by basing this propagation 
on a structuration of the domain operated from one region to another.” Gilbert Simondon, 
Individuation in Light of Notions of Form and Information. 2 vols. Trans. Taylor Adkins. 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2020, vol. 1, 13.
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cites the 19th-century French psychologist Hippolyte Taine and his “idea of an analogical 
developmental process within natural phenomena and mental images (in vol. 2 of On Intelligence)” 
(123). Incidentally, this is the Taine that, according to Sartre, the field of psychology has entirely 
had done with: “Today, psychology has freed itself even more from the influence of Taine” (The 
Imaginary, 60).
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critical glance at Bergson, Sartre pronounced that it is “advisable to leave aside such fairly vague 
expressions as ‘becoming’, ‘dynamism’, etc. This psychology of ‘sympathy with life’ has had its 
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day” (The Imaginary, 62).
16. Sartre, The Imaginary, 6.
17. The Würzburg School of German psychology is mainly remembered for claiming to have 
discovered imageless thought. See Oxford Dictionary of Psychology, ed. Andrew M. Colman, 
Oxford University Press 2014 (3rd ed.).
18. Simondon, Individuation, vol. 1, 16.
19. While Part Three deals with the a posteriori image or symbol, Part One is concerned with 
a priori motor images and Part Two with perceptual images that Simondon calls ‘a praesenti.’ 
However, this division into a priori, a praesenti and a posteriori images should perhaps be 
seen as something of an idealisation, since in reality images are always impure mixtures. They 
are multisensory complexes, interspersed with fantasies and memories, in a state of becoming. 
For instance, Simondon states that an image differs from sensation because “[a]n image 
always involves a hallucination of greater or lesser duration” (15). This hallucination becomes 
progressively reduced through the intervention of antagonistic sensory information, memories or 
general judgments. Recognition, in fact, designates a process of reduction of the potentialities of 
general perceptual images. Both notions—perceptual images as impure mixtures, and perception 
as a process of reduction or subtraction—strongly resonate with Bergson’s reflections in Matter 
and Memory.
20. Sartre, The Imaginary, 8. 
21. See, for instance, The Imaginary, 116: “But one can never find any passageway that allows a 
progressive climb from unreflective to reflective thought, which is to say from the idea as image to 
the idea as idea. The simple act of intellection on the reflective plane has as a correlate the infinite 
idea of approximations by symbols on the unreflective plane.”
22. Although Simondon makes use of the Lacanian term ‘Imago,’ his remarks on structural 
psychoanalysis are rather sparse. He refers to the course on imagination taught by Juliette 
Favez-Boutonnier in the academic year 1962-1963, which introduced Lacanian theory, and simply 
presupposes his students’ familiarity with the topic.
23. Gilbert Simondon, Cours sur la Perception, Chatou: La Transparence, 2006, Part II, ch. 1. A and 
B as well as ch. 2. A. With regard to the capacity for spontaneous movement Simondon ventures 
even further, challenging the traditional distinction between non-living, inert matter and living 
matter. In support of his thesis of the spontaneity of conduct, he cites Gaston Viaud’s recourse 
to Spinoza’s conatus. Reactions only appear on a ground of spontaneity (Cours sur la Perception, 
101).
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(2024, forthcoming).
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Mode of Existence of Technical Objects. Trans. Cécile Malaspina and John Rogove. Minneapolis, 
MN: Univocal Publishing, 2017.
27. Simondon’s notion of organism, which seemingly underlies his analogy with technical objects, 
recalls the cybernetic ideal of an autonomous, self-regulated system, endowed with a certain 
power of auto-position and control. As Simondon explains in “Culture and Critique” (1965), 
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an organism gains in autonomy by incorporating variables into its functioning that previously 
numbered among the uncontrolled dynamics of the environment. The question is whether this 
notion of a self-constitutive, increasingly autonomous organic system is compatible with his own 
theory of individuating systems that always retain a relation to preindividual potentiality, are never 
complete and always coupled to a milieu. Are there not aspects of ‘relationality’ and ‘dividuality’ in 
Simondon’s conceptual range that rather point toward a symbiogenetic theory of nature and life?
28. In the technical jargon, an anastomosis is an “intercommunication between two vessels, 
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Dictionary, 2023: online). An account less optimistic than Simondon’s would perhaps emphasise 
the further meaning of the term in botany: anastomosis describes the process by which a strangler 
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