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foucault and information 
theory: on message or noise? 
(1966)1

christopher o’neill

“Message or Noise?” is a short but highly suggestive essay, in which Michel 
Foucault takes up the question of medical thought and practice through the 
frame of information-theory – one of the few occasions throughout his enormous 
œuvre in which he directly engages with the question of the computational. 
Despite being included as text 44 of the Dits et Écrits,2 the piece has not before 
been translated into English, and has led a somewhat subterranean life within 
Foucault’s reception. Amidst a renewed interest in the impact of cybernetics and 
information theory on French structuralist and post-structuralist thought, and 
indeed within something of a neocybernetic turn in critical theory tout court, the 
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significance of the piece comes into focus – even if Foucault’s analysis is perhaps 
conducted in an ambiguous or somewhat ironic frame. Here I establish the context 
of its publication, reception, and place in contemporary debates surrounding 
information theory in the French academy, especially in relation to the more 
anxious critique of information theory offered by Foucault’s mentor Georges 
Canguilhem. I also consider the significance of new archival resources which 
show Foucault was an attentive reader of developments in information theory 
and cybernetics from even very early in his career, and suggest some potential 
future research paths regarding Foucault and information theory towards which 
“Message or Noise?” gestures.

THE CODE AND THE NATURE OF MEDICAL THOUGHT

“Message or Noise?” (“Message ou Bruit?”) was published in 1966, the same year as 
Les Mots et les Choses, later translated into English as The Order of Things,3 and the 
piece recapitulates the periodisation and framing of this text, as well as Foucault’s 
1963 “archaeology of medical perception,” La Naissance de la Clinique (The Birth of the 
Clinic).4 In “Message or Noise?” the explicit critical target is what Foucault identifies 
as those “humanist homilies” (humanismes bénisseurs) which would valorise the 
task of medicine and the vocation of the physician as an intimate knowledge of 
the message or messages sent by a suffering “human being”. It is not “the human,” 
Foucault argues, that doctors, or the medical institution more broadly, attend to – 
rather it is “noise,” the “non-silence of the organs” that medicine approaches as a 
challenge of “decoding.”

The piece is Foucault’s contribution to a “Colloquium on the Nature of Medical 
Thought,” convened in the pages of French medical journal Le Concours Médical 
by the psychiatrist Cyrille Koupernik. The debate begins in Volume 88, Issue 42 
of the journal (October 15, 1966), featuring contributions from Cochin Hospital’s 
Chair of Clinical Medicine Henri Péquignot, physician and director of Concours 
Médical Jean Robert Gosset, gastroenterologist Jean-Jacques Bernier, and medical 
journalist Raymond Lepoutre. Foucault’s article appeared in the following week’s 
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edition, Volume 88, Issue 43 (October 22, 1966), alongside a response by historian 
and philosopher of science François Dagognet titled “Le Tour de Babel” (“The 
Tower of Babel”).5

The terms of the colloquium’s discussion are set by Koupernik in his “introductory 
note” – “There are good doctors who regularly make precise diagnoses. How is it 
that they proceed,” he asks “and are they conscious of the steps that their mind 
takes?”.6 Koupernik goes on to offer his own account and theory of what he terms 
the “simultaneity” of medical thought: 

I have insisted upon the fact that the doctor must listen in two ways; one which 
allows him to develop nosological and diagnostic hypotheses…the other to 
discern, in the account (récit) of the patient, what Balint calls the “message”. 
Balint is free to believe that the message is what is most important; to me it 
seems crucial to make clear that during the examination, this message must 
be processed (traité) the same way as one would the programme of a pirate-
radio station which is interfering with the programme that one wants to 
listen to (even if this means having to return to the pirate-station).7

Koupernik here refers to the Anglo-Hungarian psychoanalyst Michael Balint, 
author of The Doctor, His Patient, and the Illness.8 In The Doctor Balint argues for 
what would come to be termed “patient-centred” as opposed to “illness-centred” 
medicine as the ideal mode of clinical practice.9 Balint held that doctors should seek 
to better understand the lived and psychodynamic dimensions of their patients’ 
conditions, rather than imposing upon their patients a model of how an illness 
“ought” to be experienced.10  Koupernik is essentially arguing for the opposite in 
his normative account of clinical diagnosis – “Physical examinations and any ‘para-
clinical’ explorations constitute probings aimed at either validating or invalidating 
the identification of a clinical entity with a nosological [(disease classificatory)] 
model.”11 A patient’s personal account of their illness is a necessary part of the 
clinical encounter, but one which for Koupernik risks concealing or distorting as 
much as it reveals. 
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This is the context of the discussion that Koupernik establishes and into which 
Foucault enters. It is worth noting that, without using the term, it is Koupernik 
who establishes the metaphor of “noise” by drawing the idiosyncratic comparison 
to a pirate radio station. Patients’ own accounts of their illness are, for Koupernik, 
an illegitimate or rogue blast of noise distorting the “correct” signal of the illness’s 
identity. The role of the good doctor with regard to this noise is essentially to 
“tune it out,” insofar as this is possible. Foucault’s contribution is unsurprisingly 
highly critical of what he sees as the clichéd, humanist position of Balint – but at 
the same time it both takes up and displaces the model offered by Koupernik. 

Foucault argues that Koupernik and the other participants’ contributions have 
prompted for him the question of whether “the theory of medical practice should 
not perhaps be rethought, no longer in terms drawn from positivism, but from 
those practices which are currently being formulated in the analysis of languages, 
or in information processing.” He critiques the humanist understanding of the 
doctor’s role as one of listening to the messages that the body sends, of hearing 
and interpreting them, since he argues that

illness does not send a “message,” since a message depends upon a “code” 
established according to set rules. There is no code in nature, however 
unnatural (dénaturée) this may seem. Illness is happy just to “make noise” 
(faire du bruit) – and that is all well and good. It is medicine which does all 
the rest of it; and in fact it does much more than it is willing to recognise.

In accordance with his critique of the “feebly eroticized encounter” between 
doctor and patient in The Birth of the Clinic12 Foucault argues moreover that 

In his practice, the doctor attends, certainly not to a patient, but nor to 
someone who suffers, and above all, thank God, not to a “human being”. 
He attends neither to the body, nor to the soul, nor to both at once, nor 
to a combination of the two. He attends to noise. Through this noise, he 
must hear the elements of a message.



foucault and information theory · 5 

He argues that when we discuss changes in medical knowledge and practice, we 
are referring to a change in the codes used by medicine to establish coherence 
over this “non-silence of the organs.” He proposes however that when these codes 
change, it is necessary to bear in mind that “this gain over noise has not yet been 
secured by a unique code, and perhaps never will be. Maybe a new gain will be 
made, but this would be thanks to a new code, etc. Since illness has nothing to 
say, there is no reason that a single code will come to “informatize” (informer) all 
of this noise.” 

Foucault’s analysis accords in a certain sense with Koupernik’s critique of Balint, 
while diverging from it in at least two important aspects. For one, against the 
Koupernikan critique of the patient’s own account of their illness, Foucault 
acknowledges the significance of Freud’s Copernican revolution. Freud’s talking 
cure, in affirming the legitimacy of the patient’s account of their own symptom, 
established for Foucault “a new domain” and a new code that “made out of the 
verbal statements of the mad (énoncés verbaux des malades), which had hitherto 
been considered noise, something which could be treated as a message.” The 
significance of Freud’s “new domain” here will be familiar to readers of The Order 
of Things, in which Freud’s emergence “indexes a vast shift [that] led the human 
sciences from a form more dense in living models to another more saturated with 
models borrowed from language.”13 Secondly, Foucault’s account also complicates 
what might be considered the “hierarchical” account of noise that Koupernik’s 
“pirate radio” metaphor establishes. For Foucault, medicine does not strain to 
hear through the “noise” of the patient the proper signal of the sick body. For 
Foucault there is no proper signal as such, but only noise all the way down – a 
noise which might be endlessly attended to and recoded without arriving at a 
definitive interpretation. Or, put otherwise, Freud’s example demonstrates that 
what’s playing on Radio Caroline might be just as informative as the edicts of 
BBC Radio 1. The important thing is how one listens, even if this way of listening 
is never assured, final, or “proper” (both in the sense of being correct as well as 
“clean”).
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FRENCH THEORY AND INFORMATION THEORY 

“Message or Noise?” is remarkable for being one of the relatively few times Foucault 
directly takes up the language of information theory, here as a way of refiguring his 
theses around medical power and the historicization of representation in The Birth 
of the Clinic and The Order of Things. The theory and historiography surrounding 
cybernetics and information theory is vast and complex (and as shall be discussed 
later, Foucault was a broad and well-informed reader in the field). A key reference 
point for the context of Foucault’s intervention is the definition and theorisation 
of “noise” in Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver’s celebrated “sender-receiver” 
model of communication.14 In the sender-receiver model information is theorised 
in non-semantic and mathematical terms. By quantifying information Shannon 
and Weaver seek to determine the optimal means through which to construct a 
communications channel by which a sender at one end is able to send a message 
to a receiver at the other end of the channel, without the message being corrupted 
and altered by “noise” along the way. Information here is defined as the number 
of possible messages which could be sent along a channel,15 while “noise” refers 
to the degree of uncertainty present in the channel, which increases the greater 
the number of possible messages which one can send.16 One paradox of the model 
is that this “noise” can never be totally eliminated without also eliminating the 
information source, since noise derives from the capacity for difference which is 
exhibited by information. Noise and its corrupting influence can never be wholly 
eradicated from a communications channel, but only modelled and “managed” 
within certain limits. 

The influence of information theory and its sister discipline cybernetics on post-
war French philosophy has been critically analysed by authors including Vincent 
Descombes,17 Céline Lafontaine,18 Lydia Liu,19 Stefanos Geroulanos,20 and most 
recently and perhaps comprehensively, in Bernard Dionysius Geoghegan’s Code: 
From Information Theory to French Theory (2023).21 In Code Geoghegan traces a 
dense thicket of connections between pre-war US engineering and anthropological 



foucault and information theory · 7 

research and the post-war dissemination of cybernetics and information theory 
within French academia (and subsequently of course back across the Atlantic, in 
the repackaged form of soi-disant “French Theory”). The reception of information 
theory in France “supported a decisive turn from categories like intention and 
authorship to those of signification and systems,” organising a new discourse 
around the “human sciences.”22 Geoghegan charts this influence through a close 
reading of several major works, including Roland Barthes’ analysis of the “codes” of 
culture,23 Claude Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist anthropology,24 and Jacques Lacan’s 
seminar on the purloined letter.25 Geoghegan’s analysis of Lacan, for instance, 
describes the way that he at once exalted in a stochastic account of the symbolic 
order while simultaneously emphasising the challenge and aporia posed by the 
necessity of noise, distortion, error, and inconsistency within communication 
itself.26 Geoghegan notes that beyond the above thinkers, many French theorists 
engaged in an “ironic experimentation” with the language of information theory, 
citing Foucault’s “Message or Noise?” as one such example.27 To what extent then 
should we understand Foucault’s engagement with the language of code, decoding, 
noise, and so forth, as a “serious” intellectual engagement, as opposed to modish 
riffing on a de rigueur intellectual apparatus regarding which he notably made 
little subsequent commentary? 

THE HISTORICAL A PRIORI AND THE TECHNICAL A PRIORI

“Message or Noise?” has largely been obscured in the anglophone reception of 
Foucault’s work. In Germany the piece was translated for a 1999 collection of 
Foucault’s writings on media and technology by Friedrich Kittler, the founding 
figure of “German Media Theory.”28 Foucault’s archaeological method was 
deeply influential for Kittler, but from his perspective neglected the technical 
dimension of the archive. The infamous opening line of Kittler’s Gramophone, 
Film, Typewriter identifies the starting point of his approach – “Media determine 
our situation, which – in spite or because of it – deserves a description.”29 This 
statement glosses a similar point, expressed in slightly less confrontational and 
more precise language, in Discourse Networks 1800/1900, that “Technologically 
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possible manipulations determine what in fact can become a discourse.”30 Key 
to Kittler’s approach is to transform Foucault’s historical a priori into a technical 
a priori, and Foucault’s neglect of the technical substrate of the discourses he 
analyses comes to comprise for Kittler a flaw in the archaeological project: 

His concept of the archive – synonymous with the library in Foucault’s 
research methods, if not in his theory – designates a historical a priori of 
written sentences. Hence discourse-analytic studies had trouble only with 
periods whose data-processing methods destroyed the alphabetic storage 
and transmission monopoly, that old-European basis of power. Foucault’s 
historical research did not progress much beyond 1850.31

“Message or Noise?” is suggestive of a more “Kittlerian” (and more contemporary) 
Foucault who would be attuned to the question concerning media technology, 
even if he would remain unwilling (or, by Kittler’s reckoning, unable) to pursue 
a fully “determined” account of the information theoretical – “set sail from the 
solid shores of his libraries out into the open sea of media technologies, until 
Wiener’s and Shannon’s mathematical concept of information appeared on the 
horizon”.32 For one of Kittler’s most celebrated protégées, the media archaeologist 
Wolfgang Ernst, “Message or Noise?” has indeed functioned as a way of grafting a 
certain “informatized” version of Foucault onto Kittler (or vice-versa). The phrase 
“Message or noise?” reappears throughout Ernst’s writings as a kind of refrain 
and a summation of what is taken as Foucault’s lesson – “Power means what 
remembers, rather than who, as we have learned from Foucault.”33 It is the code 
and not the hermeneuticist which is decisive in this interpretation, or perhaps 
radicalisation, of Foucault’s thesis.34

Certainly “Message or Noise?” does not represent a version of Foucault in which 
the question of the technological entirely displaces his established account of 
the archive. For one thing, Foucault’s use of the “noise” metaphor is deliberately 
ahistorical. He explicitly uses it to describe the function of medical discourse “over 
the last 150 years” – that is to say, broadly coincident with the emergence of a new 
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discourse of medical power in the wake of the French revolution (as described 
in The Birth of the Clinic), rather than the mid 20th century birth of information 
theory. The piece is also, as noted, responding to a somewhat arcane metaphor 
proposed by Koupernik at the outset of the debate. But this is not to suggest that 
the piece is not seriously concerned with the challenge posed by information 
theory for rethinking the status of medical knowledge or the biopolitical. 

NOISE AND NON-SILENCE: CODE FOR CANGUILHEM

Another path into “Message or Noise?” is to consider it in dialogue with the 
contemporary work of Foucault’s close friend and mentor Georges Canguilhem. 
Foucault at one point refers to the noise of the body as “this non-silence of the 
organs.” This is undoubtedly a reference to the famous dictum of surgeon and 
Collège de France chair of experimental medicine René Leriche, that “Health is 
life lived in the silence of the organs (La santé, c’est la vie dans le silence des organes) 
while disease is what irritates men in the normal course of their lives and work, 
and above all what makes them suffer.”35 The same phrase is closely analysed by 
Canguilhem in his most famous work, Le Normal et le Pathologique, which went 
through several editions and amendments after its initial 1943 publication, the 
most significant of these in 1966 (the year that “Message or Noise?” was published) 
when it was reissued with several additional essays. It was later translated into 
English with an introduction by Foucault as The Normal and the Pathological.36 It 
would thus seem reasonable to suggest that Foucault had Canguilhem in mind 
when he penned this contribution on medical diagnostics for Concours Médical.37 
It is moreover perhaps possible to read the entire piece as a kind of punning 
critique, in which Foucault would set his bruit against Canguilhem’s non-silence 
(and indeed, Koupernik’s station-pirate).

The significance of Leriche’s thesis for Canguilhem was that it suggested a path 
beyond the positivist nineteenth century conception of illness as a quantitative 
deviation from the state of good health.38 Canguilhem is critical of an understanding 
of good health as the maintenance of certain biological parameters determined in 
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a laboratory setting. To instead conceptualise health as “silence” and disease as 
“disturbance” is for Canguilhem to draw attention to the significance of “vital 
norms” – the capacity for life to creatively overcome challenges posed within its 
milieu, to produce those “concepts” which would be adequate to such exigency. To 
understand pathology from the perspective of “suffering” seems perhaps to put 
Canguilhem close to Balint’s perspective. But Canguilhem’s “vital rationalism” 
was opposed to any bifurcation between reason and the experience of the living.39 
Canguilhem instead held “that life as such produces knowledge, that there is 
nothing essentially irrational about its power, as is assumed by those who oppose 
life to thought.”40

In February 1966 Canguilhem delivered two lectures at Saint-Louis University in 
Brussels, which in May were published in the Revue Philosophique de Louvain as 
“Le Concept et la Vie” (“Life and the Concept”).41 Here Canguilhem grapples with 
the significance of the DNA revolution, which would reframe biology in terms 
drawn from information theory – the reproduction of life now organised around 
a theoretical apparatus of code, copies, errors, etc. Canguilhem also discussed 
the problematic of errors in genetic encoding in one of the new essays in the 1966 
edition of The Normal and the Pathological, “A New Concept in Pathology: Error.”42 
As Canguilhem scholar Samuel Talcott argues, new developments in molecular 
biology seemed to partially confirm his established philosophy of biology, but at 
the same time occasioned a profound anxiety.43 On the one hand the model of “life 
as code” and of an account of new forms of life as resulting from the mutations of 
encoding errors seemed to confirm Canguilhem’s thesis that “concepts are indeed 
immanent to life, and that this is now better established as an ability to stray or 
err that is inherent within living things long before the appearance of science.”44 
But at the same time, he was troubled by the emergence of the concept of genetic 
diseases – of the negation of suffering as the criterion of intervention in favour of 
new possibilities for pre-emptive action and even the hubristic perfection of the 
living (think for example of the possibility to screen in the womb for genetic markers 
of future disorders). This approach risks forgetting the ethical significance of the 
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“difficulty of living” and hence medicine’s “raîson d’être.”45 If for Canguilhem 
pathology begins with the “non-silence of the organs,” genetic therapy offers the 
troubling prospect of this non-silence being permanently snuffed out, of medicine 
as a “hunting for heterodox genes, of a genetic inquisition.”46 Several readers have 
argued that Canguilhem feared the neo-eugenicist potentials of such a paradigm 
– a medicine cast adrift from the “non-silence” of the suffering body, and hence 
from its classical relation to the rigour and creativity of vital norms.47 

Such an anxiety seems far from Foucault’s more sanguine and ironic account 
of the significance of information theory for refiguring medical epistemology. 
Foucault would seem to concur with Canguilhem to the extent that the “noise” of 
the patient here loses the status that “non-silence” held as a kind of hermeneutic 
lodestar – it does not gesture towards a deeper essence of the living, it is simply 
noise tout court. But rather than seeing this as a crisis, it invites the opportunity 
to rethink the hoary pieties of the physician’s vocation. In this the piece can be 
seen to partly prefigure Foucault’s later commentary in his review48 of the French 
geneticist and Nobel prize winner François Jacob’s La Logique du Vivant (The 
Logic of the Living).49 In that work, Jacob argued that modern biological science 
had successfully dethroned “life” from its exalted metaphysical status, such 
that “Life is no longer investigated in laboratories today. One no longer seeks 
to grasp its contours. [Biology] endeavours only to analyse living systems, their 
structure, their function, their history…Today it is the algorithms of the living 
world that interest biology.”50 In his review of The Logic Foucault, less guarded 
or ironic than in “Message or Noise?,” expresses a profound admiration for this 
“disquieting” perspective, that “the dice govern us” even in our very biology,51 
and its consequence that “[o]ne must no longer dream of life as the grand, 
continuous and attentive creation of individuals. One must think the living thing 
as the calculable play of chance and reproduction.”52 To return for a moment to 
German Media Theory, if Kittler understood the significance of focussing on the 
technical materiality of the archive as an anti-humanist project of “expelling the 
spirit (Geistes) from the humanities (Geisteswissenschaften),”53 then Foucault here 
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perhaps pre-empts his own “radicalisation” within Kittler’s critique. Information 
theory desacralizes life, enframing it as the “mere” stochastic variation of the 
living and the history of its errant mutations – but also liberates it as such from the 
assumptions underpinning the authority of medical power to fix and determine 
life’s “proper” path.

FOUCAULT AS READER OF INFORMATION THEORY – READING 
FOUCAULT AS INFORMATION THEORIST

There is more to be done to give a full account of Foucault’s engagement with 
information theory and cybernetics (and certainly much more than is possible 
within this short introduction). Recent archival work for example has suggested 
that Foucault was reading closely in information theory from even very early in his 
career, as well as during his preparation of the manuscript of The Birth of the Clinic. 
The Foucault: Fiches de Lecture project has since 2020 made available 27 boxes and 
nearly 19000 digitised pages of Foucault’s reading notes, with the aim of “enabling 
a new approach to Foucault’s work, one based upon the philosopher’s reading 
practices and the paths of his thought which his notes help us to retrace.”54 The 
fiches produced by the “young Foucault” of the early 1950s55 include note-taking 
organised around topics including “Cybernetics and Neurology,” “Cybernetics 
and Psychopathology,” “Perception and Information,” and, of particular interest 
in relation to “Message or Noise?,” “The Two Types of Information in the Human 
Body.”56 Moreover, Box 36 of the archive collects materials related to the writing 
of The Birth of the Clinic, and these include notes on cybernetics and information 
theory, such as “Shannon’s Information Theory,” “Information in Cybernetics,” 
“Message processing,” and “Message and Signal”57 (which to my knowledge have 
not yet been the subject of a close analysis). In this light, it is possible to read 
“Message or Noise?” less as a refiguring of Foucault’s earlier theses on medical 
power, and more as the remarking of a certain path of thought which had, in its 
original iteration, been written in only very faint ink. It would doubtless be a 
generative project to return to The Birth of the Clinic with these notes in mind. 
For example the passages on René Laënnec’s development of the stethoscope, 
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which Foucault describes as a “technical mediation” which “solidified distance, 
transmit[ting] profound and invisible events along a semi-tactile, semi-auditory 
axis” would be very much open to rereading as an information theoretical model 
of the power dynamics of clinical auscultation.58

In an era of generative AI, ubiquitous computing, and cascading automation,59 
the question of critical theory’s response to the challenge of the informational 
is certainly no less urgent than it was in 1966. Historiographies like Geoghegan’s 
demonstrate the degree to which critical theory was always already en rapport 
with this problematic, while thinkers such as Yuk Hui have suggested the necessity 
of revisiting the epistemological questioning of this era in order to formulate a 
“cybernetics for the 21st century.”60 If “Message or Noise?” is not necessarily a 
decisive intervention in this project, it is a highly suggestive one – a provocative 
challenge to think the consequence of informatisation for clinical practice, medical 
power, and the metaphysical status of the living. 
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message or noise?
michel foucault 

translated by christopher o’neill

MESSAGE OR NOISE?1

In order to “situate” medicine amongst other forms of knowledge (savoir), we have 
become accustomed to the use of linear schemas. Above the level of the body, the 
soul; below the level of the organism, the tissues. Medicine then has tended at one 
end towards psychology, psychopathology, etc., and at the other to physiology. 
However, the discussions that I have been reading bring to light new, diagonal or 
lateral, relations. Certain problems arise in medicine which seem isomorphic to 
those that one might encounter elsewhere; especially in those disciplines which 
are either concerned with language, or which operate like a language. These 
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disciplines have without doubt no “object relation” to medicine, but the latter, 
understood as theory-and-practice, is perhaps structurally analogous to them. 

It has been said, and since Balint2 it has been repeated, that the patient sends 
one or more “messages” that the physician hears and interprets. It is this which 
enables those humanist homilies (humanismes bénisseurs) on the dubious theme of 
the “doctor-patient couple.”  

In fact, in order for there to be a “message,” it is necessary that: 

•	 there first of all be some noise (in the case of medicine, this primordial 
noise is the “non-silence of the organs”;3) 

•	 that this noise either be “constituted by,” or at least the “carrier of” 
various elements which are discontinuous, that is to say, isolatable from 
one another according to certain criteria; 

•	 that these elements be associated, in a consistent fashion, with those other 
elements through which meaning is constituted (for medicine this may be 
the “illness,” or the “prognosis,” or the therapeutic indication); 

•	 finally, that these elements present themselves linked to each other 
according to certain regularities. 

Yet illness does not send a “message,” since a message depends upon a “code” 
established according to set rules. There is no code in nature, however unnatural 
(dénaturée) this may seem. Illness is happy just to “make noise” ( faire du bruit) – 
and that is all well and good. It is medicine which does all the rest of it; and in fact 
it does much more than it is willing to recognise. 

One could doubtless analyse these operations across three levels.

I. CONSTITUTION OF A CODE 

Over the last century and a half (and to be clear, not since poor old Hippocrates), 
clinical experience has isolated, in the noise made by illness, a certain number 
of traits, which allow it to define the elements which can make up part of a 
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“pathological message.” It has accordingly: 
a)	let go of a certain number of noises considered to be non-pertinent; 
b)	defined those characteristics which allow one to recognise the elements of 

the message and to individualise them; 
c)	set down the rules of substitution which allow one to “translate” the 

message. 

To be sure, this code does not cease to change: 

•	 when it is the rules of substitution which change, it is said that “medical 
knowledge” (les connaissances médicales) is progressing; 

•	 when it is the principles of the individualisation of elements of the message 
which change, it is said that the “methods of observation” (les méthodes 
d’observation) are being perfected; 

•	 when one sets out to define the elements of a message, there where one 
has previously heard only noise, it is said that medicine has taken on new 
domains. 

The first type of change is frequent, the second rarer, and the third exceptional. 
Freud made out of the verbal statements of the mad (énoncés verbaux des malades), 
which had hitherto been considered noise, something which could be treated as a 
message. From then on (and, to be sure, with different codes), the various forms 
of medicine have heard, as messages, the verbalisations of the mad. 

This is not to say that there have therefore been two messages, but rather: 

•	 a noise in which one now hears many more elements of a message than 
before (a whole other part of the noise, hitherto silent, begins to speak 
(parler)); 

•	 however this gain over noise has not yet been secured by a unique code, 
and perhaps never will be. Maybe a new gain will be made, but this would 
be thanks to a new code, etc. Since illness has nothing to say, there is no 
reason that a single code will come to “informatize” (informer) all of this 
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noise. This primary theoretical operation is made – and has been made 
since the beginning of the 19th century – by medicine as a whole, taken as 
a corpus of knowledge and as an institution. These are its rules which the 
students learn at school and in the hospital. 

II. LISTENING TO THE MESSAGE 

In his practice, the doctor attends, certainly not to a patient, but nor to someone 
who suffers, and above all, thank God, not to a “human being.” He attends neither 
to the body, nor to the soul, nor to both at once, nor to a combination of the two. 
He attends to noise. Through this noise, he must hear the elements of a message. 
In order to hear it, he must: 

a)	eliminate the noise, such that he closes his ears to all that which is not an 
element of the message; 

b)	recognise (the two operations are obviously correlated) the distinctive 
traits of each element;

c)	record (enregistrer) these traits as they present themselves. 

However, there is here a problem. 

The difference between a doctor and a vice-consul in a chancery is that the latter 
waits for the end of a message, which is itself coded, while a doctor cannot and 
must not wait for the end of the noise of illness, that is to say, for recovery or death. 
Hence the obligation, after a certain time spent listening, to begin to translate 
(though again, this translation may be a simple prescription). The challenge of 
diagnosis is found here, even if it is necessary to understand by “diagnosis” the 
most elementary response of the doctor to the message of the illness. 

III. UTILISATION OF MODELS

In order to translate the message as quickly as possible, it is necessary to utilise 
models, that is to say, forms (configurations or sequences of previously heard 
(entendu) signals). These models can be of two sorts, and indeed must be of two 
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sorts: 

a)	those which allow one to sort (trier) from among the elements of the 
message those which fall under the different functional levels (such as the 
psyche, or the organic lesion, or the physiological adaptation). One brings 
into play at this moment a “grammatical” model, which allows one to 
distinguish the grand categories to which the signals may belong; 

b)	those which allow one to risk a translation, that is to say, to correlate the 
elements of the message with the elements of an already defined illness. 

These models of the second type can in turn be utilised in two ways: 

•	 either one is sure that the message belongs to a class of which the number 
is limited, and the number of models to which it might conform is not 
particularly extensive. In this case, one can consider all the models of this 
class as equipotential and choose as the “interpretant” whichever has the 
best correlation with the recorded message. This is the diagnosis of the 
“specialist”; 

•	 or (and this is the case for the general practitioner), the class to which the 
message belongs is, not theoretically, but practically infinite. Whence the 
choice of a model which is favoured on account of its greater probability 
(owing to internal or external factors), even if this choice must be later 
abandoned, or rectified, or refined.  

One might ask whether the theory of medical practice should not perhaps be 
rethought, no longer in terms drawn from positivism, but from those practices 
which are currently being formulated in the analysis of languages, or in information 
processing. 

When then, will there be a “seminar” which will gather doctors and theoreticians 
of language and of all the sciences to which it is linked?4 
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NOTES

1. Translator’s note: “Message or Noise?” is Michel Foucault’s response to a “Colloquium on the 
Nature of Medical Thought,” convened in the pages of French medical journal Le Concours Médical 
by the psychiatrist Cyrille Koupernik. The debate begins in Volume 88, Issue 42 of the journal (15 
October, 1966), featuring contributions from Cochin Hospital’s Chair of Clinical Medicine Henri 
Péquignot, physician and director of Concours Médical Jean Robert Gosset, gastroenterologist 
Jean-Jacques Bernier, and medical journalist Raymond Lepoutre. Foucault’s article appeared in 
the following week’s edition, Volume 88, Issue 43 (22 October, 1966), alongside a response by 
historian and philosopher of science François Dagognet, titled “Le Tour de Babel” (“The Tower of 
Babel”). The essay was republished in Michel Foucault, Dits et Écrits, Vol. 1 eds. Daniel Defert, 
François Ewald and Jacques Lagrange (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 2001) 585-588.
2. TN: Michael Balint, Anglo-Hungarian psychoanalyst, and author of The Doctor, His Patient, and 
the Illness (London: 1957), translated into French by Jean-Paul Valabrega as Le Médecin, son malade 
et la maladie (Paris: 1960).
3. TN: The phrase is presumably a reference to the famous dictum of French surgeon and Collège 
de France Chair of Experimental Medicine René Leriche, that “Health is life lived in the silence 
of the organs” (La santé, c’est la vie dans le silence des organes). The phrase is discussed by Georges 
Canguilhem, one of Foucault’s mentors, in his most famous work Le Normal et le Pathologique 
(Paris: 1943/1966), published in English with an introduction by Foucault as The Normal and the 
Pathological (Boston: 1978).
4. This translation was supported by the School of Film, Media and Journalism at the Monash 
University node of the ARC Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making & Society 
(CE200100005). With thanks to Stuart Elden, Éditions Gallimard, the Foucault estate, Jessica 
Marian, Thomas Sutherland, Justin Clemens, Joe Hughes, Elliot Patsoura, and Thao Phan for their 
crucial assistance.
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the fracture of cybernetics
raymond ruyer

translated by james kelly

EDITOR’S NOTE

We present this text as a supplement to the recently published translation of Raymond 
Ruyer’s Cybernetics and the Origin of Information (trans. Amélie Berger-Soraruff, 
Andrew Iliadis, Daniel W. Smith, and Ashley Woodward, London: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2023). The original French edition, La Cybernétique et l’origine de l’information, was 
published in 1954, with a second, significantly revised edition appearing in 1968. The 
second edition contained a long section called “The Problems of Cybernetics in 1967”. The 
text presented here is a further addition, the title of which might more literally be rendered 
as “The Fracture-line of Cybernetics in 1979” (“La línea de fractura de la cibernética en 
1979”), which appears only in the 1984 Spanish translation of the book, La Cibernética 
y el origen de la información (trans. Mercedes Córdoba y Magro, Mexico: Fondo de 
Cultura Económica). We have not been able to source a French original, so the text here 
has been translated from the Spanish.1 The text may be read independently of the volume: 
it presents a fascinating view of the fortunes of the cybernetic research programme at the 
end of the 1970s, by a philosopher who had been following it since its inception.

—Ashley Woodward
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On the face of it, writing today in 1979, cybernetics appears to be “behaving well”, 
living up to its promise as a unifying theory of the biological sciences, the social 
sciences and human technics. It remains a scientific – as opposed to mythological 
– theory of order, of the creation of order and of organisation in general, in both 
nature and in human creations.

All that has changed is the name: we now tend to talk of “systems theory” or the 
“systemic approach”.2

Its central and unifying constant is information and its communication. Every 
action is interaction and interaction is always the communication of information. 
Informational interaction precedes the notion of material or spiritual substance, 
of bodies, of particles (physics), of the living body, describable in terms of a 
realised structure (biology). It also anticipates the notion of economic or political 
institutions. Companies or political organisations, for example, can be regarded 
as systems of communication, of the interaction and exchange of information. 
Human society is likewise viewed as being in permanent communication with its 
natural environment, in an ecosystem.

Detractors could object, as some have done, that systems theory is merely the 
latest intellectual fad, the product of a thirst for new terminology with which to 
dress up old ideas in new clothing. Systems theory, as the avatar of cybernetics, 
combined with the rise of ecology, which studies the interdependencies between 
humans and the natural environment, is a meeting point of metaphors and 
analogies, of approximate “models”, transposed with growing efficacy and scope 
from one domain to another. In the best case, the hope is of being able to deduce 
invariants; in the worst, we merely see the invention of dazzling multidisciplinary 
(another fashionable word) explanations in which physics, cosmology, biology and 
politics all form chapters of the new superscience of systems.

These detractors may not be altogether wrong. The work of even the most serious 
“systems theorists” abounds in confusion and obfuscation. Edgar Morin argues 
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that the world has a “Shakespearean” dimension, one of tragedy and farce. There 
are periods that seek to redraw their boundaries, in line with cybernetics, but 
which instead move in open spirals “following a Heraclitean dialectic, in turbulent 
antagonism”. Cybernetic machines are “undulating”. Feedback brings them to 
culminate in a circular stabilisation. This describes the world. Yet the world also 
has a trans-cybernetic principle, one of increasing complexity that comes from 
the integration of disorder, antagonism and turbulence.

In fact, systems theories that pursue the unification of physics, biology and 
sociology are actually precipitating the appearance of a new fracture in what 
cybernetics has sought to – and believed it would – unify.

A closer examination of recent analyses of the central concept of information 
reveals that, on the contrary, it has separated or re-separated, like oil and water. 
Primitive cybernetics sought to use the concept of information in the service of its 
unifying ambition: information can be materialised, represented in a machine – 
either artificial or biological – at the same time as conserving something of its usual 
sense, which is precisely to be meaningful, like the information in a newspaper or 
on the radio. On the one hand, information is an order, cipherable as anti-chance 
or anti-disorder; on the other, it can be used as a scientific synonym of the time-
honoured anti-scientific concepts of finality, meaning, life, consciousness, spirit, 
value, and good and evil, in both biological and social life.

On the one hand, inspired by information theory, over the last ten years biology 
has become “reductionist”, materialist and focused on the molecular level. It 
interprets the word information “figuratively”. It talks of “code” but in a way that 
is highly specific and questionable. On the other, information theory has also 
provided a source of inspiration for sociology and the social sciences, this time 
in the usual sense of conscious knowledge provided by words, text or images. 
Here, the emphasis has been on finding models of ultrademocratic societies, 
characterised not by the order that comes from the control of a traditional power 
but by information made available to everyone and which gives everyone power 
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for control, permanent debate and tolerance. In this case, order is nothing more 
than the expression of a “civil coexistence”. Under no circumstances can it be 
allowed to materialise in institutions–organs.

There is a blatant contradiction here: the free circulation of information (as 
conscious meaning, in freedom of expression) prevents information in its totality 
(as a structural–material organisation of society). Any attempt at reconciliation 
can only be rhetorical.

Let us then take a clear-headed look at both sides of the fracture:

A) Thanks to cybernetics and information theory, biology appears to have become 
“mechanistic”.

The discovery of molecular genetics has led to the organism being compared 
to a programmed machine. From the perspective of embryogenesis, this 
programming is all in the genes, constituted by DNA molecules. These molecules 
are polynucleotides characterised by different sequences of four nitrogenous 
bases: A, T, G and C. In other words, we are dealing with a message written in a 
four-letter alphabet. DNA orders the formation of the proteins that make up the 
living cell. These proteins are made from the arrangement of thousands of amino 
acids, of which there are 20 classes. A “triplet” of the A, T, G, C bases is enough to 
give four to the power of three “words” (64 in total). This is more than the number 
needed to choose and arrange the 20 amino acids in the transition of the gene into 
a protein. There is also redundancy here: an amino acid can be “codified” by many 
triplets.

All this, which evokes a game of dominoes or a puzzle, has nothing to do with 
cybernetics. Where cybernetics does come in, however, is in the ordering of 
the activity or inactivity of genes to determine whether they produce the 
corresponding proteins in response to the “demands” of the cell by the “operators” 
or the “repressors”. However, this ordering is not the result of feedback, in an 
informational flow, like a self-regulated machine on a large scale: it remains the 
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product of a game of dominoes. Here, we are far removed from the centrifugal 
governor of the steam engine and further still from Morin’s “Heraclitean” 
turbulent “antagonisms”.

How then can we explain the origin of the genetic programmes themselves? 
Where does their order come from? The transfer of information – or, better put, 
the “transfer of form” from the DNA to the cellular proteins and enzymes – is 
easily conceivable. However, the passage from cellular enzymes to the large-scale 
forms of the multi-cellular organism is much less so. These forms are almost 
always meaningful: they are useful and indispensable; they are “organic” in the 
etymological sense of the word; that is, they are instrumental. They are most 
commonly self-regulation devices, like artificial cybernetic machines. They are 
conduits, filters, pumps or retorts. They are often also aesthetically meaningful, 
such as organs to be seen.

How do we explain this passage from a game of molecular dominoes, from a 
figurative programme or pseudo-code, which is merely the correspondence of an 
elementary chemical utensil and its products, to the unexplained appearance of 
these organic apparatus? Once constituted, such devices are cybernetic. Yet it is not 
cybernetics that accounts for their appearance. Similarly, how can we explain the 
appearance of the genetic programme itself, if we can now speak of a programme?

Contemporary geneticists like Harold J. Morowitz, Jacques Monod, François 
Jacob and Henri Atlan have nonetheless tried.3

In a pertinent observation, Max Robert Schafroth has suggested we may be dealing 
with negentropy, or rather, potential anti-disorder. He gives the example of a 
scientist who piles up papers in a seemingly random fashion – that is, in disorder 
– on their desk. The scientist can easily find the papers they need but if somebody 
were to restore order, they might struggle to find anything at all.

Olivier Costa de Beauregard contends that here the word “potential” cannot 
designate anything other than the psyche of the observer, who knows where the 
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book is and can find it among this apparent disorder.4

However, the other authors mentioned do not share this opinion. To go from 
potential anti-disorder or from real disorder to information – we should say a “real 
formation” – all we need is for a device to capture the order and the underlying 
disorder. Such a device need not be conceived as psychic or imaginary, like 
Maxwell’s demon selecting the right molecules, or Schafroth’s scientist, who is 
able to pinpoint the correct paper among the confusion. We may be dealing with 
self-assembly by “organising chance” and the capture of the underlying disorder.

The few followers of the work of von Förster (cited by Atlan) provide us with the 
model.5 Imagine a box that contains a large number of small cubes, each with a 
small magnet on their faces. On each face the north pole can point to the outside 
or the inside of the cube, with the south pole on the opposite face. The box is 
then filled with small glass pebbles, which occupy the spaces between the cubes 
and allow them to float. When the box is shaken, if all the cubes have their faces 
magnetised to the north or they all have their faces magnetised to the south, they 
repel each other and no order is established. However, if three of the faces are 
magnetised to the north and the three opposite faces to the south, every time 
we shake the box and stop to look inside, we will see a transformation has taken 
place. An unenlightened observer might conclude that we are in the presence of 
a programmed organisation; that there are tiny “demons” at work inside the box.

Yet there is nothing more going on here than random shaking – disordered 
“noises” – which gives rise to order. The initial random structures among the 
magnetic cubes immediately capture the cubes that are still free, as if following a 
programme, acting as a “receiving structure” that feeds on stimulation from its 
surroundings as an assimilable input.

It is the same principle that is at work in a self-winding watch: the disorderly 
movements of our wrist act on the mainspring, causing an increase in negentropy.

In short, chance, or this “random noise”, can create order, provided it is captured 
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by a “receptive structure”.

What is perhaps most interesting is that the receptive structure itself can arise 
from simple fluctuations in a completely random system, with the sole requirement 
that the system contains a superabundance – a redundancy – of micro-orders 
(defined by the nature of the elements themselves, like the north and south faces 
of the cubes). The planets of our solar system were formed this way: the higher 
density of cosmic dust in certain locations attracted more dust. The growth of 
the protoplanets was then driven by the constant bombardment and capture 
of meteorites. Likewise, crystals form from supersaturated solutions, like von 
Förster’s structures.

The only difference between what we call living organisms and crystals is that 
the respective chemical bonds in the pre-vital molecules are weaker (hydrogen 
bond, van der Waals forces) than the crystalline bonds. Only the skeleton, of large 
molecules, is based on the crystalline covalent bonds. However, the weaker, non-
covalent bonds “clothe” this skeleton in more fragile, labile structures that are in a 
state of constant imbalance and are continuously reordering, with a higher degree 
of complexity, allowing the hierarchy of structures that Jacob calls “integrons”.6 
Between these hierarchical levels, the organic information, the organic anti-
disorder, can circulate through the transfer of order, just like how, in quantum 
chemistry, the peripheral electrons of atoms are delocalised and shared by the 
molecule, which gains in ordered complexity what the constitutive atoms lose 
from this delocalisation, which is a form of de-information that can be used by the 
higher level (Judith Polonsky).

The higher levels of order can thus use the disorder of the lower ones; feeding 
by capture, being relatively stable and secure, even when the lower levels are 
fluctuating and full of errors (with respect to the “demands” of the higher level), 
provided they are redundant. In short, the higher levels can make use not only of 
the order but also of the disorder, the “noise” of the lower levels. In our example 
of the accumulation of cosmic dust, the planets can feed off anything. Amid the 
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confusing noise of conversations, a paranoid brain perceives that which feeds its 
obsessions.

In short, there are no “plans” of living beings or organic systems, not even the 
“plan” of reproduction. On this point, modern systems theorists have abandoned 
the perspective of Monod and Jacob, according to which everything takes place as 
if the property of reproduction and the “plan” of reproduction were the sole end, 
or rather the sole “teleonomy” of vital organisation. For Monod and Jacob, the 
organism’s only “plan” is to die. However, the path towards death prolongs itself: 
like a river on an almost level plane, it meanders as if voluntarily putting off the 
moment at which it will continue on out to sea.

Reproduction itself depends on a “memory” (in the non-psychological sense of 
the word) mechanically added to a system in a state of non-equilibrium, due to the 
property of self-organisation and self-assembly.

There is no “plan” and, as such, no “programme”. The “genetic code” constitutes 
itself through the effects of random factors, putting paid to the cybernetic 
interpretation. In fact, this is logical. A self-regulating machine cannot constitute 
itself, with its given programmes that can be realised via feedback, thanks to a 
supersystem whose “plan” is to create a plan machine (materialised in genetic 
programmes). The programmes–controls themselves are derived from chance, 
from the “noise” that feeds them, from antagonism from the environment, which 
maintain and enhance the organism before finally bringing about its death.

In the beginning, it was (disordered) Noise and Order, with or without an 
added memory–programme, as output. The moral of the story is that stripping 
information of all meaning inevitably returns us to Democritus and his simplistic 
philosophy.

B) Let us now examine the other side of the fracture: systems theory in the 
service of an essentially informational sociology. The picture changes. Despite 
frequently incoherent themes, when it comes to sociology, systems theory – the 
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daughter of cybernetics – tends to use the word “information” in the traditional 
and psychological sense. Systemic analysis – “modelling”, where the elements of 
the system are represented in interaction and not in linear fashion – has been 
applied to many areas of society: business management, ecology, urbanism, public 
works, education and operations research.

Joël de Rosnay, inspired by the work he has been involved in at MIT, sets out 
the practical commandments for the systemic approach.7 The most important 
“commandments” are:

1. Conserve “variety” to avoid the imbalances to which we expose ourselves 
by unilateral and irreversible choices. For example, the agricultural practice of 
monoculture is dangerous because it rests on a single species, animal or plant. It 
is also dangerous to eliminate momentarily harmful species, as well as predators 
and harmful plants, since these may prove indispensable. This understanding 
underpins ecological restoration and the reintroduction of animals perceived as 
harmful, such as wolves or eagles, which in fact play a role in natural cycles and 
the feedback loops through which regulation takes place.

2. Decentralise, allowing “local” instances of feedback to take place, without the 
imposition of a single “arbitrary” programme. While this commandment may 
seem to contradict the systemic approach, systemic is not the same as systematic. 
In the living organism, much regulation takes place outside the control of the 
central nervous system (the regulations of enzymes, breathing, the efforts of the 
heart).

3. Choose, however, constraints that work against passions and correct instances of 
positive feedback that amplify reactions (for example, a race for economic growth 
and production at all costs, devouring natural resources and energy) in order to 
foster negative feedback that leads the system to more organic “steady states”.

4. Allow antagonism to permit ongoing change. Allowing some disorder – and 
even to a certain extent anarchy – is also an example of avoiding rigid, sclerotic 
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structures that are unable to evolve.

So far, there is still some parallel with systems theory based on randomness 
in biology, notably the use of or praise for “creative antagonism”. However, the 
remaining commandments break with this parallel, interpreting information in a 
purely psychological sense.

5. Set “goals” to be achieved, without detailed programming.

Computer operators know the importance of preparing their machines for jobs, 
meticulously programming what they should do based on their circuits and 
memories to be consulted. The computer then runs without being able to modify 
any aspect of its operation.

A servomechanism adapts to meet a target–control that is materially fixed. 
However, it merely functions, even when any deviations are corrected by feedback.

In contrast, in the human–social situation, the target must be understood, implying 
psychological participation. Meticulous programming imposed on participants 
runs the risk of paralysis. Similarly, feedback on what is “already realised” cannot 
be mechanised. Feedback must be understood by the relevant executors.

6. Respect the spontaneous time of the executors and leave sufficient time for 
“realisation”, in every sense of the word, including the time to correctly understand 
the order received and the directional information.

We are also far from reductionist biology when the systemic approach becomes a 
plea – often at once abusive and extremist – for self-management, for “transparent 
democracy”, for free information at all levels and in all senses; the control of 
everyone by everyone and constant debate on restrictions approved not only by 
power but by a democratic Constitution: in short, for an interactive society with 
highly developed communication networks: telephone lines, the radio, not only 
of the State, but also of amateurs, the use of television as a terminal to access 
“databases”, the permanent interpellation of citizen power, in social feedback, and 
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a state of permanent referendum, not just nationally but at the planetary scale, in 
a universal eco-socialism.

It is easy to see that the value attached here to universal “psychological” 
information will yield precisely the opposite results of the theory of information–
order. It will lead to a state of anarchy that will swiftly become intolerable, not to a 
steady social state with one solid or consolidated part, and a more labile part that 
accommodates any chance and novelty that can be incorporated. When dealing 
with intemperate psychological information, dangerous passions arise: panic, 
impulsive crusades, unbridled enthusiasm, pogroms, waves of absurd demands. 
All this is to say nothing of the passions caused by conflicts in the arts and culture, 
which seek out the sensational and extravagant. In short, there exist forms of 
positive psychological feedback that can be just as dangerous, if not more so, than 
the unchecked industrial market economy. Universal intercontrol becomes a lack 
of overall control.

Even under the most reasonable interpretation of the systemic and ecological 
approach, and despite the concern exhibited by systems theory in its preaching 
of virtue, research on “long-term” equilibria and on recycling to prevent the 
exhaustion of natural resources is often subject to strong “materialist” constraints. 
It neglects the ecology of populations and peoples, or merely perceives them in 
the form of quantitative demographics. It forgets the “ideals” spontaneously held 
by religious traditions without systemic analysis, marked by the veneration of 
ancestors, concerns for posterity and the longevity of the community, and the 
“hygienic” preservation of customs. These ideals are bound up with consecrations 
that may appear to be superstitions but are actually indispensable, often dismissed 
by systems theorists as irrational “taboos”.

When it comes to the lineage of human generations, feedback from future to present 
is impossible. We cannot know today the situation one or two centuries down the 
line of humans and of institutions that rest on foundations that currently appear 
to conform to the systemic rationality of the present or the “short term”. We can 
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foresee – something that is also difficult to “realise” with all its consequences 
– the exhaustion of fossil fuels and we can cut down on our use of them as a 
result. However, it is impossible to foresee the exhaustion of “vital beliefs”, after a 
systemic rationalisation of the “short-term”.8

Must we then conclude that cybernetics – and its avatar, systems theory – has 
failed? The answer is yes if we continue to radically separate information as a 
mere physical quantity – as negentropy – from information as conscious meaning 
and if we continue to bury our heads in the sand, ignoring the fact that all material 
feedback is merely the secondary materialisation of a psychic–material feedback, 
of trans-material control.

On the other hand, if the proponents of cybernetics and systems theorists truly 
begin to pay service to their own rule number five, the answer is no. This means 
accepting the thematic – and thus truly organic and psychic – nature of living 
reality and possible programmes of action.

Unfortunately, there is currently a veritable “black hole” in the system of the sciences, 
a hole that paradoxically stems from the very programmes of biology. Molecular 
and reductionist genetics has prevented or blown off course the understanding 
of embryogenesis, where everything proceeds by formative themes, by regulated 
hierarchical interinformation, which awakens “potential competencies” in the 
receptor zones, not in a sort of anarchic cellular democracy but in an organisation 
dominated by intelligent memories and transrational formative instincts. These 
formative instincts are capable of real learning, based on a primary consciousness 
and primary intelligence, one that is not limited to providing information about 
the environment but that installs appropriate response organs. On this point, Jean 
Piaget – who is sometimes cited by reductionist biologists – and above all Gregory 
Bateson (named by his father, the Darwinian biologist, in honour of Gregor Mendel, 
but who no longer believes much in genetics) provide a categorical refutation.

For Bateson, information is not a message whose content can be enumerated in 
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elementary information, that is, in “bits”. The word “know”, he explains, is “not 
merely ambiguous in covering both connaitre (to know through the senses, to 
recognize or perceive) and savoir (to know in the mind)”.9

The phrase “I know the way to Cambridge” can thus mean: (i) I have looked at the 
map and can give you directions; (ii) I can remember parts of the route and can 
recognise some of the features if I travel it; (iii) I can trust that I will take the right 
turnings by habit without having to think about where I am going.

Embryogenesis and vital behaviours are commonly of the third kind: they are 
more like informed adaptation than information based on a chemical messenger 
or code. In the words of Bateson: “A shark is beautifully shaped for locomotion in 
water, but the genome of the shark surely does not contain direct information about 
hydrodynamics. Rather, the genome must be supposed to contain information or 
instructions which are the complement of hydrodynamics. Not hydrodynamics, but 
what hydrodynamics requires, has been built up in the shark’s genome. Similarly, 
a migratory bird perhaps does not know the way to its destination in any of the 
senses outlined above, but the bird may contain the complementary instructions 
necessary to cause it to fly right.”10

Bateson also sketches a cybernetic theory of alcoholism, interpreting the psychic 
aspect of alcoholism – in its circle – as a “system” in which the following play a 
role: (i) pride itself, the sense of being able to drink or refrain from doing so at will; 
(ii) the challenge – directed at a sort of “other self” – of the risk of relapse; (iii) 
the challenge of “symmetric escalation”, that is, of peer pressure from a “group of 
friends”; (iv) the challenge of a wife or therapist, of authority, of power in general, 
or of God.

Returning to biology, we all know that in evolution in general there is a fundamental 
analogy between “learning” and “evolutionary process”. Certain figures, such as 
Samuel Butler and Gregory Bateson, who expressly cites Butler in Life and Habit, 
argue that the evolutionary process is a sort of learning, of a psychic nature, while 
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others, such as William Ross Ashby, Atlan and the reductionists argue on the 
contrary that learning is merely an evolutionary change, based on chance and 
mutations caused by chance, by foreseen processes, automatically captured, which 
contradicts embryology as unforeseeable and the direct study, in zoology and 
palaeontology, of changes in species.11

The “black hole” of embryology-limited-to-molecular-genetics has prevented 
the perfect alignment of biology and normal or pathological psychology, and 
sociology. It has prevented the passage from embryology to ethology (the study 
of animal behaviour) and to ethnology (the study of the customs of different 
peoples). Historical and structural linguistics nonetheless fill this “black hole” or 
catastrophic fracture, which runs in parallel to the cybernetic one.

It falls to genuine cybernetics to recover, thanks to a better understanding of 
embryology, the true meaning of information, the key to any organic system.

The evolution of the sciences as a whole clearly shows that cybernetics cannot 
be mechanistic, or that mechanistic cybernetics is merely the shadow of a higher 
cybernetics, based on meanings, in which the “responses” are ones that are 
inventive of forms.
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bill ross in memorium
ashley woodward

It is with a mixture of pleasure and pain that we present in this issue a text by Bill 
Ross, ‘Order and Complexity,’ which is an excerpt from his book Order and the 
Virtual: The Philosophy and Science of Deleuzian Cosmology (Edinburgh University 
Press, June 2024). Pleasure in seeing the publication of this profound work on 
Deleuze and science, which manages to masterfully chart original territory in the 
staurated field of Deleuze studies, and to significantly advance our understanding 
of this most important of philosophers. Pain that it is also the last substantial 
work we will see from him. 

Bill Ross (1964-2022) was not directly involved with Parrhesia, but worked 
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with a number of its editors, past and present (Arne De Boever, Jon Roffe, and 
Ashley Woodward) on the translation series Groundworks, published by Rowman 
& Littlefield. An extract from his co-translation of Michel Serres’s The Birth of 
Physics from this series, along with an introduction written by him, was published 
in Parrhesia issue 27. It is therefore fitting that we pay tribute in these pages to the 
friend and colleague we have lost far too soon. 

Thanks are due to David Webb and Robin Durie for selecting the text, and to Bill’s 
literary executrix Kerry Gorrill and Carol MacDonald at Edinburgh University 
Press for granting permission for this publication.

Bill completed a PhD in philosophy at Staffordshire University, where he more 
recently taught on the MA in the Philosophy of Nature, Information, and 
Technology. In an earlier phase of his life, he was managing editor of the the 
independent publisher Clinamen, which specialised in continental philosophy, 
especially in its connections with the natural sciences. 

I only met Bill in person on a handfull of occasions, but the warmth, generosity, and 
intellectual companionship he extended me made this unimportant. It was with 
sadness that I learned of his passing, regret that I will never enjoy his company 
again, and also the distinct feeling that the world is the poorer that it will not get 
to see more of his great philosophical potential come to fruition. 

In a text he sent me shortly before his unexpected passing (‘Serres and Lyotard: 
Global Society, Immortality and Informatics,’ forthcoming in a special issue of 
Angelaki), Bill recounts a Woody Allen joke

in which his friends console him; ‘stop obsessing about death; you’ll never 
die, you’ll always live on in your work,’ to which he replies, ‘I don’t want to 
live on in my work, I want to live on in an apartment in the upper east side.’

Immersed in the demands of academic employment, I didn’t manage to read 
this until after I heard he was gone, which gave the levity intended here quite a 
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different tone. It seems appropriate to quote. Although it is a meagre second-best, 
and little consolation, our intention here in publishing his work is, of course, that 
he will live on in it.
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order as complexity1

bill ross

There are a number of points in Difference and Repetition which serve to confirm 
that Deleuze is working with the notion of retardation in its fully Bergsonian 
sense. It is referenced in allusive fashion, for instance, in a discussion of what 
he calls ‘centres of envelopment’ – a term refer- ring to those systems or sets of 
systems which reach a threshold or a coupling that serves to sustain a relatively 
enduring meta/stability. He highlights a dual aspect of such processes:

At the moment when they are explicated in a system (once and for 
all) the differential, intensive or individuating factors testify to their 
persistence in implication, and to eternal return as the truth of that 
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implication. Mute witnesses to degradation and death, the centres of 
envelopment are also the dark precursors of eternal return. (DR, 256)

Set, as it is, closely following a discussion of entropy, this dual aspect of 
‘degradation’ and ‘dark precursor’ corresponds in detail to Bergson’s distinction 
between entropic, mechanistic order and the open, vital order, entwined as 
tendencies within or between any given system(s). Death (equilibrium) as 
mechanistic condition is always immediate, a collapse, ‘once and for all’, yet 
forever deferred, retarded by the persistence of ‘implication’, the continuous 
intertwining of series.

Paradoxically, it is precisely this most Bergsonian duality which provides Deleuze 
once again with the impetus by which he departs from Bergson’s text, folding, 
as it were, Bergson back against himself. In the insistence on the ontological 
priority of ‘intensive’ over ‘qualitative’ relations, Deleuze pronounces the 
Bergsonian critique of intensity ‘unconvincing’.

Deleuze’s departure from the Bergsonian schema is part and parcel of his 
motivation to provide a genetic account of becoming which evades any 
residue of hylomorphism, of form or essence imposed on an inert material 
substrate. As Deleuze makes clear, for him it is not enough that Bergson’s 
‘differences in kind’, or ‘qualitative differences’ are contrasted to ‘quantitative 
differences’, in the terms through which Bergson presents this contrast. For 
Bergson, qualitative differences cannot augment or develop without changing 
in nature, while quantitative differences remain in static relation to each 
other. Bergsonian ‘quality’ nevertheless retains too much of the flavour of 
essentialism to furnish the basis for continuous variation which Deleuze 
would locate as the root of all change.

Let us take seriously the famous question: is there a difference in kind, 
or of degree, between differences of degree and differences in kind? 
Neither. Difference is a matter of degree only within the extensity in 
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which it is explicated; it is a matter of kind only with regard to the quality 
which covers it within that extensity. Between the two are all the degrees 
of difference – beneath the two lies the entire nature of difference – in 
other words, the intensive. (DR, 239)

It is only in the process of explication, then, that quality is expressed. For 
Deleuze, it is this very expression which cancels out the operation of the 
intensive, masking under its own movement the more profound movement of 
intensity. Thus qualities may be perceived in extension, but intensities remain 
transcendental. And Deleuze is fully aware that these paired terms, difference 
of degree and difference in kind, are synonymous for Bergson respectively with 
mechanism and the vital, and quantity and quality. All these correspondences 
are at stake; Deleuze is effectively claiming that these differences, so important 
for Bergson, are epiphenomenal on the underlying intensity which produces 
them all, but only on condition of cancelling itself out in explication. There 
are two striking aspects of this departure from Bergson which should be noted, 
however.

The first is that the terms in which Deleuze performs this breach bear the very 
same rationale set out by Bergson himself, serving to relocate the analysis as 
a whole at a level of differential process below that of quality, rather than to 
disturb the philosophical machinery as such:

in the passage from one quality to another, even where there is a 
maximum of resemblance or continuity, there are phenomena of 
delay [‘décalage’, ‘time-lag’] and plateau, shocks of difference, distances, 
a whole play of conjunctions and disjunctions, a whole depth which 
forms a graduated scale rather than a properly qualitative duration. 
Finally, if intensity were not there to attend to, support and relay 
quality, what would the duration attributed to quality be but a race to 
the grave, what time would it have other than the time necessary for 
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the annihilation of difference in the corresponding extensity, or the 
time necessary for the uniformisation of qualities themselves? (DR, 
238)

This passage in effect re-allocates the function of retardation to intensity 
rather than to quality, or difference in kind. It is intensity which resists the 
entropic ‘race to the grave’ of Bergsonian mechanistic order, intensity which 
retards, rather than, as Bergson would have it, the vital. This shift is significant; 
indeed, for our present line of reasoning, decisive. As we shall see, it goes 
hand in hand with questions of ‘locality’ and ‘non-locality’ in post-relativistic 
physics.

The second striking aspect of this departure from Bergson – especially from 
this, the most astute of his commentators – is that it may plausibly be said 
to carry force only by dint of a blind spot in Deleuze’s reading here. A blind 
spot the more notable since lacking elsewhere. Deleuze’s stated object of 
attack is Bergson’s critique of intensity. This is almost certainly a reference to 
the first chapter of Time and Free Will, with its reflection on the work of what 
Bergson calls the ‘psychophysicists’, among whom the chief target is Fechner. 
Bergson takes issue with intensity in the sense that Fechner’s work entails the 
idea of magnitudes of intensity as the basis for analysing changes in affect and 
percept. Bergson counterposes his notion of quality as free of this quantitative 
approach. As Christian Kerslake points out in Immanence and the Vertigo of 
Philosophy, it can be argued that the root of Bergson’s argument here is entirely 
a resistance to the use of the term ‘magnitude’ understood by analogy to 
extensive/quantitative relations. The oxymoron ‘intensive quantity’ conveys 
precisely the mistake in misrecognising one form of order (the qualitative/
vital) for another (the quantitative/ mechanistic) which Bergson will lay at 
the feet of scientific method in Creative Evolution. It is a contradiction in 
terms, and hence, as Kerslake has it, Bergson ‘is in effect using the notion of an 
intensive relation to argue against what he calls “intensity”’.2
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Deleuze’s blind spot here has something of a wilful character, then, when we 
recognise that elsewhere he fully appreciates Bergson’s allusions to intensive 
processes, and indeed their underwriting of qualitative phenomena; he cites 
Bergson on the dependence of the perception of qualities on ‘trillions of 
vibrations’, for instance, in Bergsonism.3

This marking of the hermeneutic scorecard points beyond simple scholarly 
monomania, however, since it serves to foreground the real site of contention 
for Deleuze’s departure from Bergson. It is not, as pro- fessed, the relative 
priority of ‘intensity’ over ‘quality’; the real schism lies elsewhere, and moreover 
marks a significant future line of travel for Deleuze. There is indeed a deep 
subterranean shift taking place, which we might now see rather as a Deleuzian 
commitment to implications from within the Bergsonian schema which 
Bergson himself did not fully countenance. If, as Deleuze insists, differences 
in kind (quality) and differences in extensity, or degree (quantity), are both 
produced by the movement and explication of intensity, what place does this 
leave for the mechanistic order tout court? We have seen that Deleuze displaces 
the retardative function to the level of intensity (‘phenomena of delay and 
plateau’). This is certainly the first import of the assertion here, but a closer 
reading reveals more. Where Bergson held mechanism culpable for entropic 
degradation, this charge is broadened out by Deleuze’s twist, in a kind of 
reciprocal default, to include Bergson’s ‘quality’. And in effect, this renders the 
mechanistic and vital orders equivalent in this explanatory framework. Both 
are harbingers of the grave. And, according to the dual correspondence we 
have been upholding between the vital as complexity and the mechanistic as 
entropy, we must expect any subsequent development in Deleuze’s thought 
to reflect this foreshortening. We should be alert to the recalibrations in 
the relations between complexity and entropy. To follow this thread first 
entails a discussion of the second term at stake here: delay. Some care must be 
taken to distinguish between the concept of ‘retardation’, with its Bergsonian 
particularities, and the concept of ‘delay’. Both of these concepts recur in 
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Deleuze’s writing, though he does not go so far as to topicalise either term 
as such, or confer on either the weight of a technical term within his own 
philosophy of difference.

Jay Lampert, whose work has astutely foregrounded the concept of ‘delay’ in 
philosophy, tracing the thematic issue from the Greeks through Husserl, not 
least highlighting its importance in understanding the Deleuzian event, draws 
our attention to a passage in Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature. It so closely 
resembles the Bergsonian analysis of mechanism as to offer the neatest possible 
parsing between retardation and delay:

Now if any cause may be perfectly co-temporary with its effect, ’tis 
certain … that they must all of them be so … The consequence of this 
wou’d be no less than the destruction of that succession of causes, 
which we observe in the world; and indeed, the utter annihilation 
of time. For if one cause were co-temporary with its effect, and this 
effect with its effect, and so on, ’tis plain there wou’d be no such thing 
as succession, and all objects must be co-existent.4

Lampert glosses the implications on Hume’s behalf: ‘One might almost say that 
a delay is one of the causes in the causal series.’5 And so much is true too 
for Bergsonian retardation, we would conclude. Yet, in the absence of the 
counter-principles of ‘life’ and ‘complexity’, we may choose to reserve the term 
‘retardation’ to account for the causal character of physical action. This serves 
as an initial distinction. Therefore, although the two concepts ‘retardation’ 
and ‘delay’ seem to be motivated by the same intuition, yet the explanatory 
corollaries may be very different indeed, allowing us to parse the two moments 
of this thought as it develops in Deleuze’s work.

Lampert’s treatment characterises the term delay far more thoroughly than 
this initial default distinction. He develops the concept in counterpoint to the 
(often fraught in both science and philosophy) concept of simultaneity:
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In its simplest form, simultaneity consists of two or more events at 
one time, and delay consists of one event at two or more times. By 
varying the formal relations between the unity and multiplicity of 
events, and the unity and multiplicity of time, we might deduce forms 
of simultaneity and delay.6

In the concluding chapter of Simultaneity and Delay, Lampert systematically 
parses the possible formal relations, furnishing eight possible combinations 
in all, from ‘one event in one time’ to the disjunctive relation ‘one or two 
events in one or two times’. With respect to what is most germane to the 
philosophy of Deleuze, Lampert emphasises the simultaneous co-existence of 
his three syntheses of present, past and future. This simultaneity is of course 
more than the common-sense conception of states-of-affairs occurring at a 
punctum – Lampert treats in detail the numerous sources in philosophy and 
contemporary science which problematise this picture; the co-existence of the 
three syntheses, he claims, serves to make explicit what is already implicit in 
Bergson, that simultaneity does not serve to halt the flow of time: ‘it is precisely’, 
he says, ‘simultaneity that constitutes flow’. In other words, simultaneity is 
best conceived as a syncopated oscillation between multiple time-signatures, 
which may operate over significant, potentially infinite distances of Chronic, 
linear time. Lampert emphasises that this is due, for Deleuze, to a ‘model of 
delayed reaction’, so to speak, a theory of delay. He is referring here to the 
nature of the Deleuzian event, which is never exhausted in any here and now, 
but retains the potential to re- emerge in combination with continuously 
varying series in the passage of nature:

it is not that there exist two events separated in time, the potentials 
in the earlier event getting resolved in the later, or the later reacting to 
the earlier. Instead, there is one event occurring at two distant moments 
in time at once.7

We are dealing not with succession as such when we talk of the Deleuzian 
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temporality of the event; indeed, in all that we are offered in the three 
syntheses of Difference and Repetition and with respect to the nature of Aionic 
time in The Logic of Sense, events are to be seen as intimately imbricated in 
connected series both forward and back in linear time. It is Lampert’s nuanced 
construal of the three syntheses in terms of simultaneity and delay which is 
of most interest here, helping to open up the distinction between ‘delay’ and 
‘retardation’:

in its multiplicity, simultaneity is delayed. If we live our lives at different 
temporal levels at the same time in different ways, each moment of life 
has its lived time at many times later than the time it is formed. The 
very structure of simultaneity is delay.8

Let us articulate the contrast. Firstly, for both Bergson and Deleuze after him, 
retardation is identified with those factors in the passage of nature which 
resist the onward, downward encroachment of entropy. And for both, the 
attainment of equilibrium achieved on a cosmic scale would produce not 
merely a moribund state of inactivity, but the cessation of existence as such. 
What retardation retards, so to speak, is the ‘degradation’ of available free 
energy for systems, in the direction of equilibrium or disorder. It is ‘life’ or 
complexity which performs this retarding function; the tendency of nature to 
envelop material processes in higher order, stable or metastable structures.

This resistance in the circuits of the world is not nearly so evident with respect 
to the concept of delay. Rather, delay as such serves to characterise the identity-
as-difference of events through their own internal rhythms, the syncopation 
of multiple time-signatures. This is every bit as much a form of complexity, 
no doubt, but one which is directly predicated on a temporal rather than a 
material enfolding. Retardation of necessity endures the weight, the friction 
and the braking effect (as Serres would have it) of explication; it belongs to 
locality, it furnishes the world with location. Delay belongs to non-locality.
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The idea of retardation, clearly identifiable within Deleuze’s own philosophy 
of difference up to the time of Difference and Repetition, undergoes a subtle, 
implicit, rather than openly topicalised, transformation in later work. This 
implicit character of the change is a result of this concept’s subordinate role 
in relation to the more explicitly thematised developments Deleuze performs 
on Time (which will come increasingly to be viewed as a multiplicity of relative 
speeds) and ‘Life’ (which comes increasingly to be viewed as transcending 
the organism, and indeed the organic as such). In the shifting triangulation 
between these major developing features of the Deleuzian landscape, 
‘retardation’ undergoes its own silent translations, which bear on the 
interrelations between entropy and complexity. By the time of A Thousand 
Plateaus, retardation has been obscured by delay. With respect to the first 
theme, Time, references to relative speeds abound in this work, governing 
the means by which such concepts as ‘stratification’ are characterised – a 
tendency which persists in What Is Philosophy?, where ‘relative speed’ becomes 
the question of the various orientations of the arts, science and philosophy to 
the infinite speeds of chaos.

With respect to the second theme, Life, there is an unmistakeable expansion 
of its role in the later work, a direction marked by the foregrounding of the 
concept of in- or an- organic life in A Thousand Plateaus. Indeed, if the final 
known short piece by Deleuze, ‘Immanence: A Life’ can be considered summative, 
life ultimately comes to characterise the entire domain of the virtual and the 
immanent as such.9 If the assertions of A Thousand Plateaus leave room in 
their phrasing for a domain outside of life, a something beyond inorganic life, 
that corner is painted over by this last work.

This brings us to the key set of questions for this line of enquiry: What room is 
there left in Deleuze’s line of travel for Bergson’s ‘inert matter’ and ‘mechanism’, 
even as a never-fully realised ideal? If all nature is increasingly marshalled under 
one emblem of order alone, ‘Life’, the complex, then it appears there is nothing 
(in Bergsonian terms) for this order to push against, no entropy to retard. 
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Equally, if the vectors of time are without direction, as we are led to conclude 
by the end of the third synthesis in Difference and Repetition, if ‘the very 
structure of simultaneity is delay’, if the dimensions of present, past and future 
are governed more by the logic of their own defining forms of synthesis than 
succession as such, then in what direction could ‘degradation’ be said to occur? 
These questions are of course different view- points on the same paradox: the 
arrow of time is commonly understood to be synonymous with the increase 
in entropy ostensibly displayed by the universe as a whole. And the reader of 
Deleuze is left in no doubt as to his standpoint on both aspects: entropy is a 
transcendental illusion, applicable in principle only on the level of the actual, 
never to the virtual. The arrow of time is merely the stamped imposition of 
‘good sense’ in search of ordered causality in the labyrinth of a paradoxical, 
recursive nature, a need for the general (indifferentiation) to emerge out of 
the particular (differentiation), for equilibrium to replace disparity. As such, 
all these correspondences contribute to Deleuze’s critique of representation, 
not to his positive position.

A first step on the way to working these questions through is to note that, 
in the dramatisations of A Thousand Plateaus, by far the most prevalent 
characterisation of time is not with reference to the three syntheses as such, 
but to relative speed and slowness. It is by no means the case that the kind 
of resistance in the circuits of nature to the death represented by equilibrium 
has disappeared from the discussion; on the contrary, A Thousand Plateaus 
is bristling with figures of sedimentation, of stratification, along with the 
counter-principles of de-stratification, lines of flight, epistrata. Striated space 
is counterposed against smooth. It is merely that these structurations and 
destructurations are subordinate to the interrelations of relative speeds. 
‘Speed and slowness, movement and rest, tardiness and rapidity subordinate 
not only the forms of structure, but also the types of development’ (ATP, 255). 
There is a notable shift of emphasis, more of an insistence that it is only relative 
speeds which constitute the underlying condition of the world.
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In any case, there is a pure plane of immanence, univocality, composition, 
upon which everything is given, upon which unformed elements and 
materials dance that are distinguished from one another only by 
their speed and that enter into this or that individuated assemblage 
depending on their connections, their relations of movement. A fixed 
plane of life upon which everything stirs, slows down or accelerates. 
(ATP, 255)

What motivates this change of emphasis with respect to time? And to what extent 
does it parallel the shift from ‘retardation’ to ‘delay’? I would argue that the 
intuitions and formulations of Difference and Repetition have paid forward, 
so to speak; the language, the imagery, of entropy, of the ‘race to the grave’, 
was already explicitly problematised in the text of Difference and Repetition. 
Entropy as such (as opposed to thermodynamic concepts) was consigned to 
the status of a transcendental illusion. At the end of the working through of 
the three syntheses, however, we have definitively arrived at a new scenario; 
if ‘the very structure of simultaneity is delay’, if the three syntheses co-exist, 
then there is no obvious direction of time in which ‘degradation’ may be 
said to occur. Strictly speaking, series can be spoken of in terms of relative 
speeds, but not relative direction; Alice may get bigger ‘at the same time’ as she 
becomes smaller; there is no sense in saying that forward orientating series 
may interact with backward orientating series; all are both at the same time. 
Which is as much as to say that there is no direction to the arrow of time. In 
this light, the phrasing which reflects this is the language of relative speed.10

This is another way to say that the scientist looking to derive the arrow of time 
as a function of entropic processes can at most labour under an illusion. In 
addition, any customary attempt to characterise the vector of time in the 
direction of the descent from order to disorder is effectively ruled out of court; 
again, this is highlighted in interesting ways in terms of the mutation from the 
regime of ‘retardation’ to the regime of ‘delay’, but this time best unpacked 
with respect to the development of the second major theme, that of ‘Life’. It 
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can serve only as a surface reading to equate Bergson’s ‘vital’ with Deleuze’s 
conception of Life. The difference is again decisive.

As is well known, the centres of envelopment of most interest in A Thousand 
Plateaus are organisms; as in a sense they are in Difference and Repetition, 
but more provisionally now, still ‘mute witnesses to degradation and death’ 
while remaining now more, now less, open to the plane of immanence, to the 
body without organs. But let us follow the thread once again; for the regime 
of retardation, it is life, the vital, the complex, which serves to slow the fiat 
of mechanism, the race to the grave. It is not that order in the Bergsonian 
schema is under the threat of being devoured by disorder; on the contrary, 
the mechanistic and the vital are two antagonistic forms of order; there is no 
such thing as disorder; order is opposed to, intertwined with, complexity. But 
the order that is opposed to complexity is the order of entropy, of inert matter, 
of equilibrium; so to speak, too much order all at once.

And so too, we find this sense of ‘too much order all at once’ in the 
dramatisations of A Thousand Plateaus. The will to the body without organs is 
the will to maintain the maximum number of open connections to the plane 
of immanence, to productive difference; this is one definition of complexity, 
not dissimilar to the notion of ‘self- organisation’ in chaos and complexity 
theory. Yet Deleuze and Guattari also acknowledge that for an organism 
(indeed, a centre of envelopment more generally) to become more complex 
is for it to ‘interiorise’, enfold, increasing numbers of productive differences. 
The tension between the organism and the body without organs arises when 
this interiorisation goes too far, when there is too much order all at once: 
‘The BwO howls: “They’ve made me an organism! They’ve wrongfully folded 
me! They’ve stolen my body!”’ (ATP, 159). Yet now this thanatic howl of 
the enfolded organism, the enclosed system, is tempered by the existence of 
anorganic life:
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What movement, what impulse, sweeps us outside the strata (metastrata)? 
Of course, there is no reason to think that all matter is confined to 
the physicochemical strata. There exists a submolecular, unformed 
Matter. Similarly, not all Life is confined to the organic strata; rather, the 
organism is that which life sets against itself in order to limit itself, and there 
is a life all the more intense, all the more powerful, for being anorganic. 
(ATP, 503, emphasis added)

Finally, it is this formulation which comes to seem inevitable retrospectively: 
‘that which life sets against itself in order to limit itself ’.

In the departure from the Bergsonian schema, what perhaps comes to constitute 
its real meaning is not so much the shift from ‘quality’ to ‘intensity’ as the 
elision of inert matter, the equilibrial, the entropic mechanism. And if we read 
‘complexity’ there where Deleuze writes ‘life’, then these triangulations of life 
and temporality, retardation and delay, seem inevitably to lead us to this 
substitution of one formula for another; no longer the antagonism of order 
versus complexity, of the mechanistic versus the vital, but life, the vital, versus 
itself, which is as much as to say, the complex versus the complex.

The foregoing reading of the philosophy of difference has served to foreground 
features of Deleuze’s philosophy which are largely unaddressed in the literature 
and which deserve both attention and consolidation. Most significantly, there 
are three interrelated conclusions which bear at once on the remit of natural 
philosophy and of science: the first is that the line of development of Deleuze’s 
thought increasingly rules out any, even ideal, role for inert matter; life (or 
complexity) is what limits itself, not inert, mechanistic matter; the second, 
potentially much more contentious, conclusion is that the philosophy of 
difference appears on this reading to entail a truncation of distinctions which 
have served natural philosophy and science indispensably; the demarcations 
between states of disorder, order and complexity are abolished in favour of 
one sole term, the complex. It should be said that this diagnosis, while drawn 



56 · bill ross	

from central threads of the Deleuzian corpus, is subject to certain caveats; 
the argument runs only if we track the development of Deleuze’s thoughts 
with respect to order and complexity against the genesis and development of 
more explicit and developed themes. Indeed, there are points in the Deleuzian 
text where he implicitly acknowledges such a useful formal distinction; he 
speaks of complexity remaining evident within the operation of (simplifying) 
differenciation; elsewhere he defines the complexity of an organism in terms 
of the number of connections it maintains with the body without organs.11 

In this sense, the question of order and complexity pursued in this thesis is 
one which dwells in the folds and pleats of the Deleuzian fabric, not on 
the surface. Nevertheless, the implication that complexity is the sole modus 
operandi of nature, if taken in any strong sense, is in danger of removing 
considerable conceptual traction on the passage of nature; the perhaps almost 
ubiquitous understanding of the development of the world is predicated 
on an evolution from simple to more complex forms of being; this tendency 
has been dubbed ‘the arrow of complexity’, in that it is taken to confer a 
direction of time, an index that is most often, though not uniquely, understood 
to be correlated with the thermodynamic arrow of entropy. Given these (and 
other) entailments, it may well be that to forego these distinctions of form 
would be at best unpalatable and at worst nonsensical for those who wish to 
conceptualise natural processes.

Finally, the third foregrounded aspect: Deleuze’s orientation toward the 
notions of limit and constant. Once again, this is an aspect which enjoys its 
own subtleties and displays apparent contradictions at different junctures of 
the Deleuzian corpus. We have touched upon one side of this question with 
respect to Deleuze’s resistance to the reliance of scientific method on constants 
as such; this is certainly so in Difference and Repetition, and is revisited in 
What Is Philosophy? We are left in little doubt that the constants and limits 
in question refer to those purporting to determine the scope of nature’s 
possible unfolding: absolute zero, the speed of light, etc. And once again, this 
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may represent a stumbling block for many wishing to explore the productive 
application of Deleuzian philosophy to scientific frameworks. Yet it would 
be mistaken to interpret Deleuze’s resistance to limits and constants as a 
simple denial of their existence. Indeed, we encounter passages which assign 
them a productive place, as in What Is Philosophy? ‘Every limit is illusory and 
every determination is negation, if determination is not in an immediate 
relation with the undetermined’ (WP, 120). Indeed, ‘limiting’ may be seen 
to have a necessary role in the multivalent pro- cesses of different/ciation 
for Deleuze; to claim that ‘life is what limits itself ’ is to offer an answer to the 
question of how series get caught up in centres of envelopment in the first 
place. The phrasing of the quotation above from What Is Philosophy?, however, 
indicates a resolution to the apparent contradiction here; it is negation which 
is rejected, rather than limitation as such; the phrasing marks an enduring 
commitment to Bergson: ‘We see, therefore, how all the critical aspects of 
Bergsonian philosophy are part of a single theme: a critique of the negative of 
limitation, of the negative of opposition, of general ideas’ (B, 47). But what is 
the positive form of limitation which seems to be implied here?

There are ways in which these potential objections may be addressed, to 
align them with respect to conceptual developments in modern physics, and 
to outline the productive role the philosophy of difference may occupy with 
respect to that ongoing development. Certain figures in the philosophy of 
science whose work bears a notable affinity to Deleuze’s own will be invaluable 
in this respect: Alfred North Whitehead, David Bohm and Lee Smolin.

In terms of aligning the philosophy of difference with physics after the 
quantum revolution, the first implication we have voiced through Deleuze 
is surely the most easily supported: the claim that inert matter does not 
exist. Indeed, there is no place for it; the very notion is problematised in 
any number of ways. Young’s famous wave/particle duality effectively forces 
explanation in terms of interference patterns, even in those cases where 
the experimental set up imposes a ‘particle- like’ scrutiny, and this even in 
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cases where it is a single particle under consideration. This is a paradox 
routinely noted in most introductions to quantum physics – that the wave-like 
nature of particles dictates that their wave-fronts are capable of producing 
interference with them- selves. Since the beginning of the quantum age, it 
has been implausible to represent the action of particles in the manner of 
statistical mechanics, which deals effectively with the atomic scale as though 
it were essentially composed of tiny objects, each with its own momentum and 
speed which remain unchanged until some physical collision with another 
particle. As Young’s slit experiment demonstrates, even single particles are 
in complex, resonating relations to their associated field. Richard Feynman’s 
formulation of quantum electrodynamics problematises the notion of a ‘bare 
charge’ for the particles associated with electromagnetic phenomena, the 
photon, electron and positron. The bare charge is to be understood as a 
basic or least energy state. However, due to the continual fleeting production 
of ‘virtual particles’ around an electron – a kind of cloud of positively and 
negatively charged particles of vanishingly fleeting existence associated with the 
ambient field, pushing and pulling the central particle according to charge 
– this bare charge is understood to be definitively cloaked. The value is 
nevertheless derived through a calculation referred to as ‘renormalisation’, 
which amounts to a cancellation of infinities. Roger Penrose comments: 
‘Another point of view is to regard the bare charge as being no more than a 
conceptual convenience, and to take the standpoint that the notion of “bare 
charge” is actually “meaningless”, because it is “unobservable”.’12 However 
interpreted, the bare charge, understood as the value in effect in absence of 
interaction with other charges, is far from thereby unproblematically inert. 
More generally, the energy state of any particle is theoretically derivable only in 
reference to its ‘ground state’, its state of least possible activity. This in turn, 
however, can only be derived by subtracting the energy inherent in its ambient 
field, entailing another cancellation of infinities. In a Deleuzian register, the 
construal of quantum particles as enduring patterns of associated fields 
serves to write disparity into the account at the most fundamental level; all 
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particles are in constant energetic tension with their fields. There is no such 
thing as inert matter.

A more challenging question is the one relating to the ‘arrow of complexity’ 
mentioned above. Taken at root, Deleuze’s resistance to the idea of the heat death 
of the universe goes hand in hand with the associated idea that the universe 
as a whole must be capable of maintaining a steady measure of order, some 
distance from the disorder of equilibrium. This seems at first to be supported 
by the scientific account; complexity seems to be increasing as time goes on, from 
undifferentiated plasma states shortly following the Big Bang, to structured 
galaxies, clusters of galaxies and even ‘megastructures’ occupying significant 
proportions of the observable cosmos. Biological evolution has evolved from 
proto-cellular systems to sophisticated trillion-celled organisms. Given this 
history it seems the arrow of complexity should be able to constitute a kind 
of arrow of time; we could judge without knowing in advance whether such 
and such a cosmological state of affairs were earlier or later by some agreed 
measure of complexity (however hard- won that agreement might be). Most 
accounts, however, recognise that the development of increasingly complex 
conditions up to this point in the history of the world is no necessary indicator 
to the projected overall arc over the lifetime of the universe. The received 
view is that such accounts should be compatible with acceptance of the second 
law. For most, the arrow of complexity is expected to describe an arc, peaking 
somewhere around the midpoint of the cosmic lifetime and declining steadily 
toward the end, as free energy is depleted.13 There are dissenting accounts, 
however, notable among them being that of the complexity theorist Stuart 
Kauffman. He argues that the arrow of complexity could potentially rise 
indefinitely, as a function of the ‘adjacent possible’. The ‘adjacent possible’ is 
that set of chemical products which are attainable given present conditions, 
but never yet actualised. The potential range and diversity of the universe 
might, he conjectures, rise indefinitely as a kind of force multiplier:

As the diversity of molecular species increases, there are always 
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proportion- ally more novel reactions into the adjacent possible. If we 
take the formation of a chemical species which has never existed in the 
biosphere, or perhaps the universe, as a breaking symmetry, then the 
more such symmetries are broken, the more ways come into existence 
by which yet further symmetries may be broken.14

In other words, complexity begets complexity. Kauffman recognises that this 
proposition contradicts the second law, but points to the dependence of that 
law on the essentially ergodic character of nature, and seeks to demonstrate 
that this does not apply to our universe. This is a significant standpoint 
in the context of the present argument, since we have identified a certain 
incongruence inherent in Deleuze’s adoption of the argument from eternal 
return with respect to the ergodic hypothesis and its attendant principle of 
indifference. Having noted that chaos theory essentially renders untenable the 
principle of indifferentiation as utilised in classical thermodynamics (due 
to the tendency of particles to resonate in tandem under certain conditions, 
rather than indifferently to bounce off one another), we encounter here the 
stronger proposition that ergodicity itself is implausible. Kauffman’s argument 
is predicated on two observations. The first is that the level of complexity of 
organic molecular species within our biosphere has ‘exploded’ over the course 
of the earth’s history, from the modest tens or hundreds of varieties, including 
methane, cyanide, etc., to some hundreds of trillions if we include the diversity 
of genetic expression. The biosphere has expanded exponentially (far from 
indifferently) into its adjacent possible. The second observation is that the 
realm of the adjacent possible into which increasingly more complex molecular 
species could expand is vastly greater than those already realised. According to 
Kauffman’s calculations: ‘It would take the known universe, chunking along on 
the Planck timescale, 1039 times its current lifetime to make all proteins of 
length 200.’15 Nor are proteins of length 200 the upper bound of known forms 
of protein; the exponent rises accordingly for greater lengths. The conclusion is 
twofold: The universe is ‘vastly nonergodic, vastly nonequilibrium at the level 
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of complex organic molecules’. And ‘the total system “wants” to flow into the 
adjacent possible’. The two are interrelated. For Kauffman, the relationship 
between the actual and the adjacent possible is one of substrate to product; 
it is merely that the molecular species of the product has never yet occurred. 
As such, there is a displacement from the equilibrium conditions all systems 
seek (an overabundance of substrate components in proportion to product): 
‘The simple conclusion is that there is a real chemical potential from the actual 
to the adjacent possible.’16 The picture we arrive at is that of a ‘sink’, akin to 
the thermodynamic sense of a body which draws heat from the neighbouring 
body. The adjacent possible in effect provides a gradient down which the actual 
is inclined to flow. The substrate components will always out- number the 
product, if not actually then adjacently; a situation which places the world out 
of equilibrium. The gradient will not resolve unless the ‘total system’ flows 
into the adjacent possible, yet that very expansion will in itself open up a new 
adjacent possible, deferring equilibrium to one remove in an ever-expanding 
‘workspace’. Complexity begets complexity.17 It seems in light of the foregoing 
that to subscribe to the philosophy of difference inclines us to those paradigms 
which do not rest on or presume the ergodic hypothesis.
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fn. 108.
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(Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism (Zone, 1988), 87). Deleuze’s phrasing echoes Bergson’s: ‘In the smallest 
discernible fraction of a second, in the almost instantaneous perception of a sensible quality, there 
may be trillions of oscillations which repeat themselves. The permanence of a sensible quality 
consists in this repetition of movements’ (Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution (Macmillan, 1911), 317).
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10. Deleuze is fully aware of the tension between his philosophy of time and the thermodynamic 
arrow of time: ‘Now, good sense is said of one direction only: it is the unique sense and expresses 
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Do I contradict myself? 
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)
Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself, 51”

I: INTRODUCTION

If men could manage all their affairs by a definite plan, or if fortune were 
always favorable to them, no one would be in the grip of superstition. But 
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often they are in such a tight spot that they cannot decide on any plan. 
Then they usually vacillate wretchedly between hope and fear (inter spem 
metumque misere fluctuant), desiring immoderately the uncertain goods 
of fortune, and ready to believe anything whatever. While the mind is in 
doubt, it’s easily driven this way or that—and all the more easily when, 
shaken by hope and fear (dum spe, et metu agitatus), it comes to a standstill. 
At other times, it’s over-confident, boastful and presumptuous (TTP pre; 
G III 5).1

What has caught most commentators’ attention in these well-known and oft-
quoted lines that open the preface of the Theologico-Political Treatise is the overt 
theme of superstition. But if read with care a more basic theme emerges, that 
of ‘vacillation of mind’ or fluctuatio animi, which serves as the affective bedrock 
of superstition (E2p50s; G II 178).2 As the preface goes on to clarify, it is the 
fluctuating constitution of individual minds that breathes life into the theological-
political problem and thus makes it inextricably related to Spinoza’s political and 
ethical concerns.

Reading the paragraph carefully, we are in for a surprise. When Spinoza considers 
those who “usually vacillate wretchedly between hope and fear”, it makes us wonder 
whether one can fluctuate in ways that are not wretched, or phrased differently, 
whether fluctuatio animi can be said to play a constructive role in Spinoza’s ethical 
system? Fluctuatio animi is technically defined and developed in Part III of the 
Ethics, apparently disappears from Part IV, only to re-emerge in the first ten 
propositions of Part V. These occurrences are decisive and lead us to propose 
that fluctuatio animi plays a pivotal function in the transition from passivity to 
activity according to Spinoza. To demonstrate this thesis, the following questions 
will direct the inquiry: Can the constitution of the mind when it fluctuates be 
tied to the situation Spinoza teaches in E4p7, namely that “an affect cannot be 
restrained or taken away except by an affect opposite to, and stronger than, the 
affect to be restrained” (G II 216)? When human minds fluctuate between contrary 
affects (contrariis affectibus fluctuat), is it possible that one of these affects, while 
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surely contrary to the other, is not contrary to the rules of reason (cf. E4p18s; G 
II 222)? If so, is it then conceivable that when we fluctuate between sad and joyful 
passions this fluctuation admits us to dispose ourselves to be affected mainly by 
the joyful passions at play? And finally, does the state of fluctuatio animi facilitate 
the condition of possibility that allows us to reorder and link the affections of the 
body to the order of the intellect as E5p10 proposes (G II 287)?

In considering these questions, fluctuatio animi becomes intimately linked to two 
of the central questions in Spinoza’s ethical theory: How can fluctuating passions 
be transformed into constant actions, and how can doubt and inadequate ideas be 
turned into certainty and adequate knowledge? What must be proven, then, is that 
fluctuatio animi might bear some elements within it of a solution to the agitation of 
contrary affects. The analysis falls into three parts followed by a conclusion. First, 
I recount and intervene in a debate between Gilles Deleuze and Pierre Macherey 
on the status of ‘joyful passions’ and their relation to fluctuatio animi (sections II 
and III). I turn thereafter to contextualize Spinoza’s concept of fluctuatio animi 
in relation to Descartes’ concept of irrésolution to tease out its historically unique 
features (section IV). Next, because fluctuatio animi is not systematically treated 
in one place but must be culled from several propositions, I examine the concept’s 
development in the Ethics by taking ‘jealousy’ as a case in point to emphasize the 
role of fluctuatio animi in Spinoza’s ethical thought (sections V and VI). Finally, 
some conclusions are drawn from the analysis (section VII).

II: DELEUZE ON JOYFUL PASSIONS

One of the most original and enduring encounters with Spinoza’s ethical 
thought is Gilles Deleuze’s readings. I will here turn to Deleuze’s discussion of 
how individuals can transition from a state of being determined mainly by sad 
passions to increasingly coming into possession of their power of acting (potentia 
agendi) from which adequate ideas can be developed and joyful actions produced. 
In particular, I am interested in the role Deleuze assigns to ‘joyful passions’ in 
this transition. Deleuze insists that in order to appreciate the profound ethical 
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questions Spinoza’s philosophy raises, we must acknowledge two distinctions in 
his theory of affect; the distinction between actions and passions and the distinction 
between two types of passions; sad and joyful ones.3 

The opposition of actions and passions should not conceal the other opposition 
that constitutes the second principle of Spinozism: that of joyful passive affections 
and sad passive affections. One increases our power, the other diminishes it. 
We come closer to our power of action insofar as we are affected by joy. The 
ethical question falls then, in Spinoza, into two parts: How can we come to produce 
active affections? But first of all: How can we come to experience a maximum of joyful 
passions?’.4 

What exactly are these joyful passions? They are passions in the general sense 
that, when affected by them, we are given hostage to fortune. Passions are 
confused ideas and cannot, therefore, explain the causes of the affects we undergo 
adequately. This means that passions can only partially be explained by our 
nature alone (E3def3; p3s; GenDefAff; G II 139; 145; 204). Joyful passions share 
these characteristics with sad passions (and neutral ones), but they also share 
certain characteristics with joyful actions (E3pp58, 59; G II 187-8). They are joyful 
insofar as they increase or aid our power of acting (E3p11s; G II 149). So while they 
cannot fully be ‘explained’ by our nature or essence, they do “involve” a greater 
perfection to the extent that we become “less cut off”’ from our essential power.5 
It is important for Deleuze to emphasize that joyful passions arise through 
“chance encounters” with external bodies that “agree” or “[have] something in 
common with our nature”.6 In this sense, joyful passions are synonymous with 
‘good fortune’.

Joyful passions consequently imply a paradoxical nature. They are something that 
befalls us or that we undergo by chance, but they simultaneously enhance and 
augment our power of acting and thinking. This leads Deleuze to see them as 
occupying an intermediate place between sad passions and joyful actions. Having 
thus defined the series sad passions – joyful passions – joyful actions as the ethical 
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trajectory the Ethics develops, Deleuze, for obvious reasons, finds it difficult to 
categorize joyful passions. Do they belong wholly on the side of the passions, or 
do they reveal enough reasonable effects to allow us to place them on the side 
of reason? Are they merely something we passively experience, or do they give 
us access to our power of acting to such a degree that from them we can actively 
produce new joys?

On the one hand, Deleuze clearly states that because the ‘joy’ in these passions 
by nature is partial or indirect they are not sufficient to disrupt the affective 
chain of sadness we are immersed in: “The increase [of joyful passions] may 
proceed indefinitely, but we will never come into full possession of our power 
of action until we have active affection”; “It is not enough…just to accumulate 
joyful passions; we must find the means, through such accumulation, to win the 
power of action and so at least experience active affections of which we are the 
cause”.7 On the other hand, Deleuze claims that when we encounter bodies that 
agree with our nature we experience joyful passions and that they can become 
“an occasional cause of common notions”, which leads him to define reason in 
Spinoza as the “art of organizing encounters”, the “effort to select and organize 
good encounters, that is, encounters of modes that enter into composition with 
ours and inspire us with joyful passions”.8 The intermediate place between sad 
passions and joyful actions, which Deleuze first assigns to joyful passions, thus 
gives way in the final analysis to bending them towards the side of reason; they are 
the affective consequences that arise from chance encounters which “agree with 
reason” (E4p59def).9 “Before coming into full possession of his power,” Deleuze, 
therefore, states, “the strong free man may be recognized by his joyful passions, by 
affections that increase his power of action”.10

What is important here, though, is that our ideas about these passions are still 
inadequate and that we consequently do not know whether the joy they bestow 
on us is good or bad for us (E4p59s; G II 254). Due to this inherent ambivalence, 
joyful passions are only potentially rational or not fully rational yet. Deleuze, 
therefore, accentuates two stages of reason: “increasing our power of action 
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by striving to experience a maximum of joyful passive affections; and thence 
passing on to a final stage in which our power of action has so increased that 
it becomes capable of producing affections that are themselves active.” But he 
immediately adds a significant corollary: “The link between the two stages remains, 
to be sure, mysterious”.11 It is characteristic of Deleuze’s discussion of the passage 
from passivity to activity through joyful passions that whenever he attempts to 
explain this ‘mysterious link’, he resorts to quasi-religious language; he describes 
the increase of joyful passions as approaching “the point of conversion, the point 
of transmutation that will establish our dominion, that will make us worthy of 
action, of active joys”, or as the experience of “a genuine ‘leap’” that enables us to 
produce the least general common notions.12 

III: MACHEREY AND THE SAD DESTINY OF THE PASSIONS 

While many elements in Deleuze’s expressionistic reading of Spinoza warrant 
serious discussion, a specific critique from Pierre Macherey seems to me 
unjustified. I shall briefly recall Macherey’s critique and use it as a steppingstone 
for my argument.

In “The Encounter with Spinoza”, Macherey takes critical stock of Deleuze’s 
overall project in Expressionism in Philosophy. Among several examples of Deleuze’s 
“distorting” reading, Macherey is particularly concerned with his exposition of 
‘joyful passions’.13 As we have seen, joyful passions occupy an intermediate place 
between the extremes of passive slavery and active freedom for Deleuze and thus 
pave the way for the transition from one to the other. Macherey is unconvinced 
that we can talk sensibly about joyful passions in this way: “I would claim rather 
bluntly”, he avers, “that for Spinoza all passions, without exception, are sad – 
even those that are or appear to be joys…they are all ultimately sad”.14 This is so 
because, for Macherey, the ‘joy’ in joyful passions is imaginary and hence fleeing, 
unstable, and cannot be assembled into any coherent ensemble. He goes so far as 
to call joyful passions a contradiction in terms since anything that places the mind 
in a passive state is in the final analysis sad, bad, and harmful. This, he remarks, 
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constitutes the “sad destiny of the passions”.15

This sad destiny of the passions, Macherey continues, is above all seen in “the 
very important theme of a ‘vacillation of mind’,  fluctuatio animi, which represents 
the state of mental confusion connected with situations in which the soul is 
at once sad and joyful, or joyful and sad, being simultaneously drawn towards 
both an increase and a diminution of its perfection”.16 Macherey notes that 
the theme of fluctuatio animi is only touched upon by Deleuze in passing.17 He 
surmises that Deleuze intentionally avoids treating the theme of fluctuatio animi 
because it “completely undermines the notion of joyful passion”.18 On Macherey’s 
reading, fluctuatio animi puts us in a pathological crisis situation that disrupts the 
normal functioning of our mental regime, because affective ambivalence taints 
all joy with sadness – imprinting joy with sadness, disguising hatred as love, or 
building fear into hope.19 Its paradoxical and conflictual nature thus forces our 
affective movements in a negative direction and brings about mental confusion. 
For Macherey, this makes fluctuation animi a ‘border form’ (une forme limite) of 
affectivity that exposes our mental life to insoluble contractions.20 It is worth 
noting that Macherey bases his argument on Spinoza’s example of an essential 
sadness that doubles as an accidental joy.21 In the scholium to E3p17, however, 
Spinoza explicates that “in the preceding Proposition I have deduced these 
vacillations of mind from causes which are the cause through themselves of one 
affect and the accidental cause of the other”, because it was easier, yet he does not 
“deny that vacillations of mind for the most part arises from an object which is the 
efficient cause of each affect”, as is the case with jealousy for instance (G II 153, 
emphasis added).

In any case, Macherey is no doubt right in relating fluctuatio animi to a state of 
bondage, but he seems to forget the corollary that no one is born free and that 
freedom necessarily arises out of bondage (E4p68s; G II 261).22 Only by sketching 
out this concept’s dynamic or ‘dialectical’ nature in relation to its development 
in the Ethics, at least in outline, can Deleuze’s ‘mysterious link’ be explained, and 
the transformative role of joyful passions gain secure footing. Now that the stakes 
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are set, the historico-systematic examination of the subject can commence. To 
fully appreciate Spinoza’s notion of fluctuatio animi requires that we begin by 
comparing it to Descartes’ notion of irrésolution, his most important predecessor 
in the study of affects. The comparison will allow us to accentuate the unique 
features of Spinoza’s conception, which will be instrumental in analysing the 
transformative role of fluctuatio animi in the Ethics.

IV: DESCARTES AND THE DANGER OF IRRÉSOLUTION 

Evidence points to Spinoza having lifted the concept of fluctuatio animi from 
his study of Passiones Animae, the Latin translation of Descartes’s Les Passions de 
l’âme. Stephen Voss has demonstrated that Henri Desmarets’s Latin translation 
of the Passions could not have been authorized by Descartes himself and raises 
the question whether Spinoza’s understanding of the passions might have been 
distorted by certain mistranslations in Passiones Animae, of which (we may add) 
fluctuatio animi is a case in point.23 It is important to recall in this regard that 
Spinoza almost never employs concepts from his predecessors uncritically; a 
fact that is particularly true of his inheritance from Descartes and his theory of 
passions (E3pre; 5pre; G II 138; 278).24 To put it somewhat differently: the concept 
of fluctuatio animi in Spinoza retains its specific meaning from its place within his 
overall doctrine of affect. 

The passion Desmarets translates as fluctuatio animi (and which Spinoza employs 
under that name) had been termed irrésolution by Descartes.25 This, we shall 
see, is not inconsequential for the different ethical solutions given by Descartes 
and Spinoza respectively to the problem of fluctuating minds. Descartes first 
introduces irrésolution in Art. 59. where he explains that it arises from a fluctuation 
in the soul between hope and fear of an uncertain outcome (CSM II 351; AT XI 375-
6). This prompts doubt, which makes the mind irresolute and disposes it to seek 
advice or – under certain conditions – to deliberate. In Art. 170. Descartes returns 
to the problem of irrésolution to give a slightly different but fuller explanation 
(CSM II 391; AT XI 459-60). He explains that irrésolution is more properly defined 
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as “a species of fear” (une espece de Crainte; species metus) that holds the soul in 
suspense by casting doubt over several actions it might carry out and thus gives 
the soul time to choose between different actions before opting for one of them 
– if indeed it decides to perform any of them.26 In certain cases, or in the right 
amount, irrésolution can therefore be good.

But for the most part, irrésolution is neither good nor useful, for it holds the soul 
in doubt for too long and thus causes it to waste time in deliberation when action 
is called for, which is bad. The bad form of irrésolution is described as an “excess 
of irresolution” (excès d’irrésolusion; excesius fluctioationis), which in turn springs 
from an excessive desire to do the right thing. Here the fear of making a wrong 
decision becomes so habitual that – although there is no alternative to choose 
from and only one line of action to pursue – people become irresolute, and waste 
time looking for other possibilities. Besides the good and bad use of irrésolution, 
Descartes explains that irrésolution can also arise from an external situation where 
several options that appear equally good present themselves. In such situations, 
irrésolution does not arise from an agitated spirit and is consequently not a passion, 
technically speaking. Nonetheless, such situations effectively put the soul in a 
similar state of suspense and doubt (Art. 27. CMS II 338; AT XI 349).

Because Descartes explains irrésolution primarily with reference to one passion 
(“a species of fear”) and not – as Spinoza will later insist on – as an internal 
contradiction, a mental conflict between different contrary passions, his remedy 
looks quite different from Spinoza’s. According to Descartes, the only escape from 
irrésolution is to accustom ourselves “to form certain and determinate judgements 
regarding everything we that comes before us, and to believe that we always do 
our duty when we judge to be best, even though our judgement may perhaps be 
a very bad one” (CSM II 391; AT XI 460). Attentive readers have noted how this 
solution has a certain ethical ring to it and sounds like a restatement of the second 
maxim in the morale par provision from the third part of the Discourse on Method, 
where Descartes bids himself:27
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[…] to be as firm and decisive (le plus ferme et le plus résolu) in my actions as 
I could, and to follow even the most doubtful opinions, once I had adopted 
them, with no less constancy than if they had been quite certain […] By 
following this maxim I could free myself from all the regrets and remorse 
which usually trouble the consciences of those weak and faltering spirits 
(esprits foibles et chancelants) who allow themselves to set out on some 
supposedly good course of action which later, in their inconstance, they 
judge to be bad (CSM II 123; AT VI 24.).

Descartes’s solution states that resolute action following from a decision of the will 
is sufficient for dispelling the troubles that make the soul fluctuate. We must be 
resolute and follow the most doubtful opinions, even when we have judged wrongly, 
because we first opted for them.28 By condemning irresolution and indecisiveness 
in practical judgments, Shoshana Brassfield has argued that Descartes’s approach 
to practical judgments is almost exactly opposite to his approach to theoretical 
judgements, which dictates that doubt (methodologically conceived) must be 
cautiously devised to secure that knowledge will be built on a foundation of clear 
and distinct ideas.29

Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia must have pressed Descartes on this point, for in 
their correspondence the philosopher courteously defends his view to the princess. 
He concedes that it is always reasonable to deliberate before any important 
business but insists that he cannot see any advantage in delaying things when a 
course of action has already been decided upon. “This is why”, he concludes, “I am 
convinced that resolution and promptitude (la résolution et la promptitude) are very 
necessary virtues in the handling of a business already begun” (Ep 34, May 1646; AT 
IV 265). For Descartes, then, there exists a virtue opposite to irrésolution or esprit 
chancelant, namely résolution.

Spinoza’s theory of passions in the Short Treatise on God, Man, and his Well-being is 
close to Descartes’s on many scores and constitutes an intermediate stage between 
Descartes’s Passions and his own mature theory in the Ethics. Regarding the 



fluctuatio animi · 73 

theme of fluctuations too, the Short Treatise leans towards Descartes’s judgement. 
Here Spinoza briefly defines and discusses what in the Dutch text is called 
wankelmoedigheid (KV 2.9; G I 72-3). He explains that “if we must do something to 
bring the thing about, and (can) make no decision (geen besluyten maaken) about 
the thing, then the soul acquires a form we call Vacillation (de ziel een gestalte die wy 
wankelmoedigheid noemen)” (ibid.). A bit further, when evaluating wankelmoedigheid, 
Spinoza states that its very nature indicates its imperfection:

For whatever they [viz. vacillation, cowardice, and consternation] contribute 
to our advantage comes from actions of their nature only negatively. For 
example, someone hopes for something which he thinks is good, but which 
is not good. Nevertheless, because of his Vacillation or Cowardice, he 
happens to lack the Strength of Character (moed; fortitudo) required to carry 
it out. So, negatively, or by chance, he is freed of the evil he thought was 
good. These, then, also cannot have any place in the man who is led by true 
reason (KV 2.9; G I 72-3).

In theorizing fluctuations in the Short Treatise, we see that Spinoza relies heavily on 
the Cartesian framework and vocabulary. Parallel to Descartes’s opposition between 
irrésolution and résolution, he too pits ‘vacillation of mind’ (wankelmoedigheid) 
against ‘strength of character’ (moed). What is decisive for Spinoza’s understanding 
of vacillation at this stage – and what he carries with him to the Ethics – is that it is 
not a species of fear but a ‘constitution’ the soul acquires (een gestalte; constitutio). 
Still, wankelmoedigheid plays a wholly negative role in the Short Treatise; a role that 
will look quite different upon Spinoza’s return to the theme in the Ethics.

V: FLUCTUATIO ANIMI IN E3P17

If we turn to the forty-eight definitions of affects at the end of Part III of the Ethics, we 
shall not find any definition of fluctuatio animi. The definitions of “jealousy and other 
vacillations of mind” (Zelotypiae et reliquarum animi fluctuationum) are passed over 
precisely because they are not affects, strictly speaking, but composed (componitur) 
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of affects and because many of them do not have names (E3defaff48exp; G II 203). 
This does not imply that they cannot be known in general. In fact, proposition 
17. supplies us with a general definition. In line with the Short Treatise, fluctuatio 
animi is here defined as a ‘constitution of mind’ (mentis constitutio) that arises when 
the mind is affected simultaneously by two or more contrary affects (contrariis 
affectibus) (G II 153). Such a constitution of mind can come about in three ways.

In the first case, fluctuatio animi arises when the same object becomes the efficient 
cause of two or more contrary affects. In the second case, it happens when a conflict 
of affects arises from “causes which bring about one of the affects essentially and the 
other accidentally”; this usually happens by way of the association of ideas, as when 
a thing that affects us with joy or sadness reminds us of a similar thing which usually 
affect us with an equally great but opposite affect. In the third case, fluctuations 
arise from the “image of a past or future thing”, in which case “it generally happens 
that those who possess much experience hesitate when they think of a thing as 
past or future, and doubt greatly concerning its issue,” and “there the affects which 
spring from such images of things are not so constant, but are generally disturbed 
by the images of other things” (E3pp17-18; G II 153-155). Human beings are thus 
susceptible to fluctuations due, in the first case, to the nature of affects themselves, 
and secondly, due to the memorization or imagination of the affections that have 
affected them or that they imagine will affect them.30 Thus, because of our mind’s 
propensity to recall, transfer and associate affective states, on the one hand, and 
since there is nothing intrinsic in objects that prevents us from simultaneously 
finding joy or sadness in them, on the other hand, nothing prevents any given thing 
from becoming an object of fluctuating affects. As Macherey accurately remarks, 
this makes fluctuatio animi a quite ordinary condition to find ourselves in, since 
fluctuations can potentially permeate any passion or image belonging to the 
imagination (TTP pre; G III 5).31

VI: THE CASE OF JEALOUSY OR LOVE CONQUERING HATE

To analyse fluctuatio animi in greater depth, I will follow Spinoza in taking 
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obsessive and excessive jealousy (zelotypia) as my primary example. This choice 
conditions the following analysis in two ways: First, the analysis will only apply 
to fluctuationes animi that include a sad and a joyful passion (which, for instance, 
excludes ‘consternation’). Second, the analysis appears particularly relevant for 
those fluctuationes animi that – like jealousy – arise from interhuman relations.  

Obsessive jealousy is ambivalence par excellence. It is defined as a “vacillation 
of mind born of Love and Hatred together, accompanied by the idea of another 
who is envied”, and thus involves a complex triadic relation with three affects at 
play (E3p35s; G II 167). Through jealousy, the object of our desire becomes the 
efficient cause of two contrary affects. In jealousy, we love and are attracted to the 
individual we simultaneously hate and feel a profound repulsion from whenever we 
imagine that he or she is more closely united to a rival. The scholium to E3p35 gives 
flesh to this logic: “He who imagines that a woman he loves prostitutes herself to 
another not only will be saddened, because his appetites is restrained, but also will 
be repelled by her, because he is forced to join the image of the things he loves to 
the shameful parts and excretions of the other” (ibid.). 

I use the term ‘rival’ here because jealousy occurs in situations where “someone 
enjoys something that only one can possess”, which excludes the possibility of 
a ménage à trois (E3p32; G II 165). This means that in addition to entertaining 
contrary affects towards the individual we desire, imagining that a rival affects 
the individual we now hate with joy makes us ‘envy’ the rival (E3p24s; G II 158).32 
Spinoza highlights this envious aspect of jealousy in the Tractatus Politicus with 
the example of the relation between kings and their heirs: “Kings even fear their 
sons more than they love them, and fear them the more, the more the sons are 
skilled in the arts of war and peace, and the more their virtues make their subjects 
love them” (TP 6.7; G III 299). In this case, the contested object of desire is the 
subjects’ love, which a king and his sons are competing for. Yet, the example also 
implies that envy is not exempt from fluctuations either, namely insofar as the king 
simultaneously loves and fears his rival sons. This means that to the extent that we 
still love an individual, and insofar as we imagine a rival benefitting him or her, to 
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that exact extent will we also be affected with ‘favor’ towards the rival (E3p22; G II 
157). If it is correct that a fluctuation between envy and favor towards the rival can 
take place, then E4p51 will be indispensable because it highlights that like love favor 
can agree with reason and thus be seen as a joyful passion (G II 248).

The doubling of fluctuations of hate and love, envy and favor in this dual relation is 
only reinforced by the imitation of affects.33 E3p31 clarifies that love or hate toward 
a thing is only deepened whenever others love or hate it as well, but if they love 
what we hate or hate what we love, an additional reason to “undergo vacillation of 
mind” (animi fluctuationem patiemur) is given (G II 164). Moreover, E3p43 asserts 
that hate is increased by being returned. Thus reinforced by the imitation of affects, 
fluctuatio animi can provoke a spiral of retributions and vengeance, which will lead 
to a perpetual state of reciprocal hate. The turning point, however, is found in the 
second assertion of this proposition: “love can destroy hate” (Odium … Amore …deleri 
potest) (G II 173). This is possible because the love component in jealousy entails 
a desire to bestow joy on the other in order to rejoice in the idea of oneself as the 
cause of their joy. “The affection triggers a change of perspective, a reorientation of 
the conatus towards joy”, notes Chantal Jaquet: “It does not increase the power of 
acting; it favours it instead by counteracting the sad affects”.34 Desiring that another 
individual recognizes us as the cause of their joy equals a desire for making them 
love us in return. This means that if a person has the power to imagine that their 
loved one could be affected with love towards them, then – insofar as they imagine 
this – they might become disposed to strive not to hate or affect them with sadness 
(E3p33&d; G II 165).35

At this point we must pause to consider two things: First, if love begins to gain an 
upper hand vis-à-vis hate, it does so qua being an affect. In this sense, fluctuatio 
animi denotes the very condition that makes the countervailing of affects possible: 
“An affect cannot be restrained or taken away except by an affects opposite to, and 
stronger than, the affect to be restrained” (E4p7; G II 214). Insofar as love expresses 
a joy that agrees with reason (which, however, is most often not the case), it is not 
only opposite to but also stronger than hate. This means that when love destroys 
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hate through the constitution of fluctuatio animi, this takes place solely on the 
register of affects. Second, what has mobilized this clash between love and hate in 
fluctuatio animi is nothing other than the power of the imagination.36 So far, reason 
proper has not yet entered the stage.

If the turning point is announced in proposition 43, the transition takes on an even 
greater significance in the following proposition. E3p44 states: “Hate completely 
conquered by love passes into love (Odium...in Amorem transit), and the love is 
therefore greater than if hate had not preceded it” (G II 174). The individual who 
begins to love (amare incipit) a thing it has hated or regarded with sadness will 
rejoice (laetatur). To this rejoicing which love intrinsically involves is added an 
additional joy that arises from the striving to remove the sadness involved in hatred. 
This joyful striving is not only determined by our own power but also enforced, 
accompanied, or aided by the image of the one once hated but now increasingly 
regarded as an external cause for joy (E4p18; G II 222). Hence, in quenching hate, 
the love-component grows.

In Part IV Spinoza returns to the theme of hate passing into love, this time from 
the perspective of the process having become a rational disposition. In E4p46s, 
after recapitulating the analysis of hate passing into love in E3pp43 and 44, Spinoza 
adds: “He who lives according to the guidance of reason strives, as far as he can, to 
repay the other’s Hate, Anger, and Disdain toward him, with Love of Nobility” (G II 
245). A vivid picture of what such a disposition looks like is painted in the scholium: 
“One who is eager to overcome (expugnare) Hate by Love, strives joyously and 
confidently, resists many men as easily as one, and requires the least help from 
fortune. Those whom he conquers yield joyously, not from a lack of strength, but 
from an increase in their power” (E4p46s; G II 222).

We must, nonetheless, proceed to the final part of the Ethics to complete our 
analysis of how fluctuatio animi can mobilize a transition where joyful passions 
conquer sad ones, and a correct use of the imagination prepares the way for the 
habitual use of reason. So far, we have established that we can put ourselves in a 
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state where we are less torn by affects contrary to our nature solely by combatting 
affect with affect and merely by the power of the imagination. E5p10 teaches that if 
such a condition is brought about, the mind’s understanding or power of forming 
clear and distinct ideas is awoken.

Still, provided that we lack adequate knowledge of our affects, the surest thing 
to do is to “conceive a correct principle of living, or sure maxims of life (rectam 
vivendi rationem, seu certa vitae dogmata concipere)” and apply them to diverse 
situations encountered in life. 37 One of the maxims Spinoza expressly singles out 
in the scholium is that hate is conquered by love or nobility, not by being repaid 
by hate in return (E5p10S; G II 287-8). Observing this maxim means that if we 
succeed in joining (jungemus) the images of wrongs done to us to a clear and vivid 
imagination of this maxim, then the effects sad affects have on our imagination will 
be minimized.38 Spinoza’s phrasing here clearly points back to E5p2, which posits 
that separating images from external causes and joining them to “other thoughts” 
such as this maxim can help us escape fluctuations. The proposition reads: “If we 
separate (amoveamus) emotions, or affects, from the thought of an external cause, 
and join (jungamus) them to other thoughts, then the Love, or Hate, towards the 
external cause is destroyed, as are the vacillations of mind (animi fluctuationes) 
arising from these affects” (G II 281). Spinoza’s point is that when our passions are 
conceived as confused ideas then it becomes possible to form clear and distinct 
ideas of them or in gaining a greater degree of self-consciousness. This is what 
enables us to think in a more adequate manner, more actively (EIVp8d). More 
concretely, Spinoza’s points out that when we stop considering the vices of others, 
indeed separate the affects we have towards them and instead strive to understand 
these affects and their causes, then we can begin to moderate and restrain those 
affects that are contrary to our nature and make those that aid our striving more 
constant. Hence, by redirecting our thoughts to these maxims, meditating on, and 
observing them, we “will soon be able to direct most of [our] actions according to 
the command of reason” (E5p10s; G II 288).39 

Importantly, while this separating and re-joining of our thoughts might assist us in 
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reconciling contrary affects in favour of the joyful ones, Spinoza reminds us that sad 
passions such as hatred and anger are never overcome without fluctuations of mind 
(non sine animi fluctuatione…superetur) (E5p10s; G II 288). This, I have explained, is 
because fluctuatio animi is a necessary prerequisite for the countervailing of affects 
to come about in the first place. When joyful passions conquer sad passions, the 
possibility of becoming less reliant on fortune, better thinking, and more active is 
accordingly increased. Pace Deleuze, this is less a quantitative question of becoming 
“affected by a maximum of joyful passions” that mysteriously “leap” into actions, 
than a qualitative change in self-conception.40 Joyful passions, Spinoza teaches, 
only remain passions insofar as our power of acting isn’t increased to the point 
where we conceive ourselves and our actions adequately: “So if a man affected with 
Joy were led to such a great perfection that he conceives himself and his actions 
adequately, he would be capable–indeed more capable–of the same actions to 
which he is now determined from affects which are passions” (E4p59d; G II 254).41

VII: CONCLUSION

We can now draw some conclusions from the preceding analysis. Where Descartes 
disconnects irrésolution and the doubt that follows from it from practical judgments 
while upholding its methodological role in judgments about theoretical matters, 
Spinoza, on the contrary, insists on the unity or agreement of the theoretical 
and the practical, which requires us to consider the constitutive role fluctuatio 
animi plays on our path to freedom and understanding. In the last four articles of 
Passions Part I, Descartes argues that the strongest souls belong to those who can 
easily conquer their passions and stop the bodily movements which accompany 
them because they equip their will with “its ‘proper’ weapons” namely “firm and 
determinate judgements … which the soul has resolved to follow in guiding its 
conduct” (CMS 347; AT XI 367). On the other hand, “weak and irresolute” souls, 
according to Descartes, only grant their will “the weapons which some passions 
provide for resisting other passions” which make their soul “battle against itself 
and so [put] the soul in the most deplorable state possible” (CMS 347; AT XI 367-8). 
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Because Spinoza famously denies that the mind can determine the body to motion 
and rest, he faults the Stoics and Descartes precisely for holding that human 
freedom is attained by the soul having dominion over and against the passions 
through a resolute will (E3p2; E5pre; G II 141 277-8).42 True freedom, Spinoza 
instead claims, is neither liberation from desire nor against the affects, but is rather 
achieved through them. In line with Deleuze, I have shown that for Spinoza human 
freedom is attained by transforming sad passions (our passivity and ignorance) 
into joyful action (activity and understanding), but I have insisted on the need 
for explicating that this transition cannot take place unless through a vertiginous 
stage of fluctuatio animi (non sine animi fluctuatione…superetur!). This, I showed, is 
because fluctuatio animi describes a constitution where multiple, contrary affects 
move us simultaneously. When sad and joyful passions concurrently affect us, this 
facilitates the possibility of working towards restraining and moderating the impact 
of sad passions by separating our images of their causes and joining them to moral 
maxims. If, by doing so, we succeed in becoming less torn by affects contrary to 
our nature, then “the power of ordering and connecting the affections of the body 
according to the order of the intellect” is released.43 While Spinoza entertains no 
illusions as to whether the way he proposes to transition from passivity to activity 
“seems very hard”, he does reassure that “it can be found” (E5p42s; GII 308).

JONATHAN HARMAT is a special advisor in the municipality of 
Copenhagen and an independent scholar. He holds a Ph.D. in political 
philosophy from Copenhagen Business School. His research interests 
span social and political philosophy, both ancient and modern. 



fluctuatio animi · 81 

NOTES

1. References to the Ethics follow the customary convention of abbreviation: ‘E3p17s’ refers to 
Ethics, Part 3, proposition 17, scholium. Other abbreviations used: ‘p’ – proposition; ‘pre’ – preface; 
‘d’ – demonstration; ‘DA’ – definition of affect; ‘GenDefAff’ – general definition of affects; ‘exp’ – 
explanation; ‘s’ – scholium. Citations from Spinoza are to Edwin Curley’s translation, The Collected 
Works of Spinoza, vols. I-II (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016) and Carl Gebhardt’s 
Spinoza Opera: Im Augtrag Der Heidelberger Akademie Der Wissenschaften Herausgegeben 
(Heidelberg: Carl Winters Universitætsbuchhandlung, 1987), hereafter ‘G’ followed by volume 
and page number, e.g. GIII/5. References to Descartes are given to Cottingham, Stoothoff, and 
Murdoch’s  The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1988), hereafter  CSM followed by volume and page number, and to Charles Adam and Paul 
Tannery’s Œuvres de Descartes, vol. xiii (Paris: Vrin, 1964), hereafter ‘AT’ followed by volume and 
page number, e.g. AT XI 459. For the Latin edition of Passiones de l’Âme, I refer to the original 
Passiones Animæ.
2. I will use the Latin term ‘fluctuatio animi’ consistently in the following. Translations of this 
concept are often subject to problems. In Germanic languages, different options with quite 
different associations are viable. In German, Wolfgang Bartuschat translates it as ‘Schwanken 
des Gemüts’; in Dutch, Nico van Suchtelen casts it as ‘weifelmoedigheid’; in Danish, Svend 
Rasmussen calls it ‘sindsbølge’; and in English, Samuel Shirley merely calls it ‘vacillation’, whereas 
Edwin Curley calls it ‘vacillation of mind’. In Romance languages, a different problem presents 
itself, namely the grammatical gender of animus. While Renato Peri’s Italian and Vidal Peña’s 
Spanish translation— ‘fluttuazione d’Animo’ and ‘fluctuación del ánimo’ respectively—retain 
the masculine; Charles Appuhn, Robert Misrahi, and Pierre-François Moreau all translate it to 
French in the feminine, ‘fluctuation de l’Âme’. One of the few who have written comprehensively 
about this topic, Hervé Maillochon, suggests that despite the term animus is heavily loaded with 
suspicious philosophical and religious connotations, Spinoza employs the concept fluctuatio 
animi (and not for example fluctuatio mentis), because animus (in the masculine) functions as a 
middle term between anima and intellectus and designates an intermediate type of understanding 
that is still subject to the order of affectivity, cf. Hervé Maillochon, “La Notion de Fluctuatio Animi 
Chez Spinoza”, Philosoph’île, site de philosophie de l’Académie de la Réunion (1999), 1-3.
3. Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza, Practical Philosophy (San Francisco: City Lights, 1988), 27-8.
4. Gilles Deleuze, Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza (New York: Zone Books, 1990), 249.
5. Deleuze, Expressionism, 240.
6. Deleuze, Practical Philosophy, 72.
7. Deleuze, Expressionism, 246; 274.
8. Deleuze, Expressionism, 245; Practical Philosophy, 55; 83. Deleuze’s choice of “occasional cause” 
is indeed surprising here. It is most immediately associated with Malebranche, and Spinoza would 
no doubt equal explanations that take recourse to occasional causes to taking refuge to an asylum 
of ignorance.
9. Deleuze, Expressionism, 274.
10. Deleuze, Expressionism, 262.
11. Deleuze, Expressionism, 262; 275; Practical Philosophy, 55-6, my emphasis.
12. Deleuze, Expressionism, 283; Practical Philosophy, 28; 50; 83; Eric Aldieri. “Guided by Joy: 
Becoming-Active in Deleuze’s Spinoza.” Deleuze and Guattari Studies 16, no. 2 (2021): 219-20.
13. Pierre Macherey, “The Encounter with Spinoza” in Deleuze: A Critical Reader, ed. Paul Patton 
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(Wiley-Blackwell, 1996), 152-7.
14. Macherey, “Encounter”, 153. A more optimistic perspective on joyful passions has been 
presented by Alexandre Matheron. He concludes his analysis of the ‘Intellectual love of God’ with 
the following remark: “…every joy and every love, including passional ones, implies a participation 
in beatitude. If we are barely aware if this, it is because the violence of the passage tends to 
eclipse the serenity of the result.” Matheron, “Spinoza and Sexuality,” in Politics, Ontology and 
Knowledge in Spinoza, ed. Filippo Del Lucchese, David Maruzzella and Gil Morejón (Edinburgh 
University Press, 2020), 100.
15. One of Macherey’s criticisms of Deleuze’s thesis on joyful passions is that it reveals a hidden 
dialectic that is all too Hegelian: “In this sequence of ‘stages’, and the leap that links yet separates 
them by invoking the tension of ‘already’ and ‘still not’, one might see the outline of a dialectic. 
Even though joyful passions involve, as passions, a sort of negativity, still, through them, ‘by their 
aid’, it is possible to initiate the transition that will eventually allow the soul to reappropriate its 
power by rising to the level of pure activity...one might be tempted to call this transformation of 
passivity into activity a negation of the negation, or a ruse of reason that makes use of an evil, 
passion, to advance something good, ethical liberation.” Macherey, “Encounter”, 153. By drawing 
on Macherey’s critique of Deleuze in Hegel or Spinoza (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2011), 143, Aldieri alternatively notes that Macherey there faults Deleuze’s affirmationist 
reading of Spinoza exactly for its ‘nondialectical’ aspects that are “incompatible with a dialectical, 
Marxist reading of Spinoza as a thinker of alienation”, see Aldieri, Guided by Joy, 220; 231, n. 16.
16. Macherey, “Encounter”, 155. It is a simplification to understand the contrary affects at play 
in fluctuatio animi as pairs of sad and joyful passions (love-hate; hope-fear; compassion-envy). 
While these affective pairs are obviously contrary, on a more fundamental level, affects are said to 
be contrary when they pull individuals in different directions. This means that affects of the same 
genus - e.g. two competing desires or fears - become contrary at the precise point when they pull 
an individual in different directions simultaneously, cf. E4def5 | G II 210.
17. Cf. Deleuze, Expressionism, 243, n. 23, where he relegates this decisive theme to a short note 
that differentiates two types of fluctuatio, “one explained by extrinsic and accidental relations 
between objects; the other, defined in the Scholium, is explained by the different relations of 
which we are intrinsically composed.”
18. Macherey, “Encounter”, 156.
19. Pierre Macherey, Introduction à l’Éthique de Spinoza. La Troisième Partie: La Vie Affective 
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1995), 160.
20. Pierre Macherey, Introduction, 168.
21. In Introduction, 166, Macherey confirms this reading: “Il reste néanmoins que Spinoza a choisi, 
pour exposer le thème de l’ambivalence affective, le cas où une tristesse se double de joie, et non 
celui où une joie s’altère en se colorant d’amertume : serait-ce qu’il y a quand même dans la joie 
quelque chose de plus fort et de plus stable que dans la tristesse, qui la protège contre ce risque de 
retournement ? La manière extrêmement ramassée dont le contenu de cette question est exposé 
dans la proposition 17 et dans son scolie, permet seulement de la poser, mais ne donne guère le 
moyen d’y répondre”. Macherey is right in suggesting that E3p17 allows us to raise the question, 
but to seek an answer we are required to systematically follow the theme all the way to Part V of 
the Ethics, which he does not do.
22. That fluctuatio animi is related to bondage is explicitly stated in the TTP: “…that the highest 
reward for observing the divine law is the law itself, viz. to know God and to love him from true 
freedom and with a whole and constant heart (animo integro et constante), whereas the penalty 
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for not observing it is the privation of these things and bondage to the flesh, or an inconstant and 
vacillating heart (carnis servitutem, sive animum inconstantem, et fluctuantem)”; “According to 
Solomon only the wise live with a constant and peaceful heart (animo pacato et constante), unlike 
the impious, whose heart vacillates with opposite affects (quorum animus contrariis affectibus 
fluctuat), to such an extent that (as Isaiah too says in 57:20) they have neither peace nor rest” (TTP 
4 | G III 62; 67).
23. Cf. Stephen Voss, “How Spinoza Enumerated the Affects,” Archiv Für Geschichte Der 
Philosophie 63, no. 2. (1981) and Harry Austryn Wolfson, The Philosophy of Spinoza: Unfolding 
the Latent Processes of His Reasoning (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1934), vol. II., 210, 
n. 2.
24. Cf. Chantal Jaquet, Affects, Actions and Passions in Spinoza: The Unity of Body and Mind 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018), 27-47.
25. Wolfson, The Philosophy of Spinoza vol. II., 214.
26. In this sense, Descartes definition in Art. 170. is closer to the ‘affection of mind’ which Spinoza 
calls ‘consternation’ (consternatio) and defines as “a Fear that keeps a man senseless or vacillating 
(stupefactum, aut fluctuantem) so that he cannot avert the evil. I say senseless insofar as we 
understand that his Desire to avert the evil is restrained by wonder, and vacillating insofar as we 
conceive that that Desire is restrained by Timidity regarding another evil, which torments him 
equally, so that he does not know which of the two to avert” (E3defaff42exp; cf. E3p52s | G II 201-
2; 180). As Pascal Sévérac reminds us, unlike the ‘sive’, which usually implies an identification, 
the disjunctive ‘aut’ employed here implies an alternative; see Pascal Sévérac, “Consciousness 
and Affectivity: Spinoza and Vygotsky,” Stasis 5, no. 2 (2017): 99. This implies that in the first 
case, consternation is “a species of Cowardice” (pusillanimitas) that stupefies a person at the 
horror of a single evil; in the second case, because two evils are imagined, consternation denotes a 
fluctuatio animi proper. Note that consternation understood as a fluctuation necessarily includes 
a double timidity that checks one another. Like Descartes, Hobbes understands ‘irresolution’ 
in the first sense and unlike Desmarets translates it as cunctatus: “Pusillanimity disposeth men 
to Irresolution (Pusillanimitas cunctatorem facit), and consequently to lose the occasions, and 
fittest opportunities of action. For after men have been in deliberation till the time of action 
approach, if it be not then manifest what is best to be done, ‘tis a signe, the difference of Motives, 
the one way one and the other, are not great: therefore not to resolve then, is to lose the occasion 
by weighing of trifles; which is Pusillanimity” (Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan or The Matter, Forme 
and Power of a Commonwealth Ecclesiasticall and Civil (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2012), 156-7). 
27. Lisa Shapiro, “Descartes’s Provisional Morality,” in The Cambridge History of Moral Philosophy, 
ed. S. Golob and J. Timmermann, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 224.
28. Such a ‘decisionistic’ solution to fluctuations, which Descartes and Hobbes both hold and 
which is Hobbes’ underlying reason for preferring monarchies, see Leviathan, 288–91, allows us to 
read a particular paragraph in the Tractatus Politicus as a critique of the political consequences 
such views entail: “It’s no objection that, while each city consults its own interest and is jealous 
of the others, they frequently quarrel with one another and waste time arguing. Some will remind 
us of the saying ‘while the Romans deliberate, Saguntum is lost.’ On the other hand, when the 
few decide everything, simply on the basis of their own affects, freedom and the common good 
are lost. For human wits are too sluggish to penetrate everything right away. But by asking advice, 
listening, and arguing, they are sharpened. When people try all means, in the end they find ways to 
the things they want which everyone approves, and no one had ever thought of before” (TP 9.14 
| G III 352). As many scholars have rightly argued, Spinoza holds that fluctuations, tumults, and 
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conflict are not only constitutive but may play a constructive function in political institutions, 
which can lead to more joyous outcomes.
29. Shoshana Brassfield, “Descartes and the Danger of Irresolution,” Essays in Philosophy 14, no. 
2 (2013): 162–98.
30. Although Spinoza notes that fluctuatio animi is “related to the affect as doubt is to the 
imagination” and refers his reader back to E2P44S to understand this structural relation, it lies 
beyond the scope of this essay to treat the relation between fluctuatio animi and the imagination. 
For a clear examination of this relation, see Maillochon, La Notion, 8-11.
31. Macherey, Introduction, 162-3.
32. Cf. Matheron, “Spinoza and Sexuality”, 250-2.
33. Cf. Pierre-François Moreau, “Imitation of the Affects and Interhuman Relations,” in Spinoza’s 
Ethics: A Collective Commentary, ed. Michael Hampe, Ursula Renz and Robert Schnepf (Leiden: 
Brill, 2011), 167.
34. Jaquet, Affects, Actions and Passions in Spinoza, 116.
35. Matheron, Spinoza and Sexuality, 251.
36. For this power of imagination, cf. Moira Gatens,  Imaginary bodies: Ethics, power and 
corporeality. (London: Routledge, 2013), 146ff. and Genevieve Lloyd and Moira Gatens, “The 
Power of Spinoza: Feminist Conjunctions: Susan James Interview” Hypatia 12, no 2 (2000): 54. 
37. While this essay demonstrates the productive role of fluctuatio animi in Spinoza’s ethical 
thought, it is the task of further analysis to show how these insights can illuminate other aspects 
of Spinoza’s thought. I am specifically thinking about Spinoza’s proposed ‘doctrines of universal 
faith’ in TTP 14. An affective analysis of this chapter ought to show how the ‘doctrines of universal 
faith’ (fidei universalis dogmata) function analogously to the ‘correct principle of living, or 
sure maxims of life’ (rectam videndi rationed, seu certa vitae dogmata) in Ethics Part V. These 
doctrines constitute an imaginary-affective counterpoint that is aimed to tip the fluctuating and 
inconstant mind of the common people (captui…varii, et inconstantis..vulgi) to become more 
affected by joyful passions that agree with reason so that the fear and doubt that sectarianism 
and superstition feeds on can be uprooted. Contrary to a number of commentators, I see these 
doctrines as wholly imaginary-affective because it is not their truth but the piety they instill that 
matters. Their regulative-affective function is exactly to “move the soul to obedience” (animum 
ab obediatiam movent) by dispelling doubt and instilling “devotion, admiration, and love toward 
God” (devotionem, admirationem, et amorem erga Deum) so that neighborly love can be 
confirmed in the soul (animum in amore erga proximum confirment) (TTP 14 | G III 176).
38. Macherey ignores the theme of fluctuatio animi in Part V entirely, but he emphasizes the 
role played by the imagination there; Macherey, Encounter, 154. For the fullest account of the 
constructive use of the imagination in Spinoza, cf. Moira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd, Collective 
Imaginings: Spinoza, Past and Present (Routledge, 2002). See also Chiara  Bottici,  “Another 
Enlightenment: Spinoza on Myth and Imagination”,  Constellations 19, no. 4 (2012):1–19, who 
argues that imagination in Spinoza is not systematically associated with the idea of unreality and 
falsity of its content as it will later become. Spinoza explicitly says that the imagination is the sole 
cause of falsity, but, at the same time, it is not necessarily false.
39. Seen from the perspective of reason, one can follow Matheron’s analysis of Spinoza’s sexual 
ethics, which concludes that: “Free men and free women, as such, are incapable, by definition, 
of any jealousy, and they have no rational motive for abstaining from parallel experience - even 
if they no longer had any reasons to go looking for them. Spinoza, doctrinally, could not have 
thought anything else” (Spinoza and Sexuality, 258). This implies that as soon as the loved-one 
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stops being considered a possession ‘that only one can possess’, the image of another’s enjoyment 
of him or her is not seen an obstacle to one’s joy and envy falls apart.
40. Deleuze, Expressionism, 273.
41. An illustrative way of accounting for the stages in the transition from sad passivity to possible 
activity, is to follow Pascal Sévérac’s affective analysis of Vygotsky’s example of three children 
brought to his research institute who had been living in the same traumatic environment. The 
youngest child was “completely overawed by his mother’s violence, and his inability to link the 
imagination of his suffering to the imagination of a means to avoid it is no doubt reinforced, if not 
fully determined, by his weak cognitive development”; the middle child “is certainly composed of 
sadness (with the idea of the mother as its cause: the child thus experiences tremendous hatred 
of his mother), but it is also composed of joy: the middle child, whose cognitive and affective 
development is greater than that of the youngest child, indeed also has the idea of his mother as 
a cause for help, therefore as a cause of joy, that is, as an object of love”; and finally, the eldest 
child moves “from the experience of trauma (if he was traumatized) to the experience of possible 
action within the situation: he goes to the help of his brothers, he feels pity for his mother, and 
tries to compensate for the devastating effects of her behavior”, Sévérac, “Consciousness and 
Affectivity: Spinoza and Vgotsky,” Stasis 5, no. 2 (2017): 94-102. Sévérac thus identifies three 
different affective responses with the three children respectively (i.e., consternation, vacillation 
of mind, and benevolence), but these can be seen as successive stages in an individual transition.
42. For an excellent account of this critique, see Warren Montag, “Commanding the Body: The 
Language of Subjection in Ethics III, P2S” in Spinoza’s Authority Volume I: Resistance and Power 
in the Ethics, ed. Dimitris Vardoulakis and A. Kiarina Kordela (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 147–73.
43. Interestingly, Moreau notes how it is possible “to construct a Spinozist theory of tragedy, where 
this effect [viz. fluctuatio animi] would replace the Aristotelian theme of catharsis” (Experience, 
398, n. 29). Indeed, as my argument has made clear, I claim that fluctuatio animi expresses a 
kind of affective purgative process akin to catharisis. Tellingly, the application of a Cartesian-
Spinozistic theory of passion to the field of dramaturgy and poetics was conducted by Spinoza’s 
friend Lodewijk Meyer, a member of the society Nil volentibus arduum, in the collectively 
authored ‘Instruction in the poetics of drama’ (Onderwys in de tooneelpoëzy). For an analysis, see 
Piet Steenbakker, Spinoza’s Ethica from Manuscript to Print. Studies on Text, Form and Related 
Topics (Groningen: University of Groningen Press, 1994), 103-28.
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If you could imagine dissonance assuming human form — and what else is man? 
— this dissonance would need, to be able to live, a magnificent illusion which 
would spread a veil of beauty over its own nature.

— Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, §25

INTRODUCTION

In The Birth of Tragedy (1872), Nietzsche contrasts the dying Socrates’ cheerful 
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optimism with the pessimistic wisdom of the Dionysian satyr Silenus: what is 
best in life is “not to have been born, not to be, to be nothing. However, the second 
best for you is: to die soon.”1 Such is the opposition between “scientific optimism” 
(BT 18), which imbues life with rational meaning by linking theoretical knowledge 
with happiness, and Schopenhauerian pessimism, which denies the value of life. 

This article shows how Nietzsche overcomes this opposition in his image of a 
music-making Socrates (musiktreibender Sokrates), who symbolizes the affirmation 
of life as an aesthetic phenomenon. I argue that the explicit opposition between 
optimism and pessimism in The Birth conceals an implicit antagonism between 
teleological and antiteleological worldviews, which remains unresolved. This 
latter antagonism informs the pessimistic insight that Nietzsche’s music-making 
Socrates transforms into aesthetic affirmation, embracing only an illusion whose 
subsequent demystification undermines the metaphysical solace that it provided. 
Unlike Schopenhauer, Nietzsche accepts and even amplifies the dissonance of 
human existence, without succumbing to pessimistic resignation or subscribing 
to a metaphysical system. Such is the position that he calls tragic, presenting us 
with a juxtaposition of appearances deprived of any intelligible ground.

My interpretation breaks with the canonical conception of Nietzsche’s early 
Schopenhauerianism that remains entrenched in the Anglophone scholarship.2 
I agree with recent commentators who, though in the minority, have firmly 
challenged the view that Nietzsche commits himself to Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics and pessimism in The Birth.3 My reading nonetheless problematizes 
certain key conclusions shared by many of these commentators. For instance, 
Béatrice Han-Pile holds that Nietzsche sincerely endorses the ontological value of 
tragic myth,4 while Ken Gemes and Chris Sykes interpret life’s meaninglessness as 
the objective feature of reality that Nietzsche’s aesthetic illusion protects against.5 
By contrast, I contend that Nietzsche treats any such truth about nature or life’s 
meaning as a cultural fiction that emerges from the poetic staging of reality. Against 
the backdrop of the transcendental turn taken by Kant (BT 18–9), emphasizing 
the subjective basis of our knowledge about the world, Nietzsche’s music-
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making Socrates appears from the depths of our modern social imaginary.6 This 
subjectivist stance further contrasts with a variety of naturalist and metaphysical 
positions ascribed to Nietzsche’s later thought, which I do not focus on. However, 
I do engage Matthew Meyer’s account of Nietzsche’s supposed Heracliteanism, 
which endorses a “relational ontology of force”7 within a naturalistic framework 
informed by modern physics. It adheres to a correspondence theory of truth that 
purports to access the world as it really is (pure force) beyond our anthropomorphic 
projections. Set against my reading, for Nietzsche this amounts to another thinly 
veiled metaphysics. While I hold that he stands by his subjectivist stance in the 
later writings as well, that argument requires a critical treatment of greater length.

This article divides into three main parts. The first section considers the Hellenic 
antagonism between teleological and antiteleological worldviews that informs 
Schopenhauer’s pessimism, which Nietzsche challenges. In the second section, 
I argue that Nietzsche’s early portraits of the pre-Socratics collapse the Platonic 
distinction between myth and metaphysics, leaving us only with appearances. 
I elaborate this in the third section, wherein Nietzsche’s image of the music-
making Socrates symbolizes the moment that scientific optimism wrecks upon 
pessimism and transforms into aesthetic affirmation, which as a cultural ideal is 
fraught with contradiction.

1. TELEOLOGICAL AND ANTITELEOLOGICAL WORLDVIEWS

The Birth distinguishes between three central philosophical positions: Socrates’ 
optimism treats suffering as a logical problem to solve; Schopenhauer’s pessimism 
renounces life’s value due to suffering; and aesthetic affirmation embraces 
the necessity of suffering in a world devoid of rational laws. To understand 
Nietzsche’s treatment of the scientific optimism that he associates with Socrates, 
I briefly outline its historical basis. Scientific optimism characterizes Plato’s 
teleological account of nature wherein human life is purposively created for a 
rational end. One achieves happiness by grasping the final good that orients life. 
Virtue follows from the wisdom that comprehends the rational structure of the 
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universe. Encapsulating the metaphysical basis of such optimism is Plato’s view 
that “[the cosmos] is a work of craft, modeled after that which is changeless and is 
grasped by a rational account, that is, by wisdom.”8 Socrates finds this teleological 
account lacking in Anaxagoras,9 an account that grounds his final argument for 
the immortality of the soul.10 On this view, death is a boon because it releases 
the immortal soul from the appetitive snares of the body. Socrates’ final words 
concluding the Phaedo seem to characterize death as a doctor releasing her 
patient (the soul) into the divine realm of eternal goodness, the aim of theoretical 
knowledge. The soul and the cosmos reflect one another in their rational harmony, 
modelled after the transcendent Ideas that ground life’s teleological orientation.

The philosophy of Democritus, to whom Nietzsche dedicates his philological 
studies from 1867–9,11 starkly opposes this teleological worldview. Nietzsche’s early 
lectures on The Pre-Platonic Philosophers sum up Democritus’s antiteleological 
view. The eternal flux of atoms in the void is governed by a “‘purposeless causality, 
an anagkē [necessity] without aims,’ conformable to the ‘most rigorous lawlike 
behaviour, only not according to rational laws.’”12 Such is the vortex of being that 
Nietzsche alludes to in the 1871 draft Forward for The Birth, concerning “the 
origin and purpose [Ursprung und Ziel] of the tragic work of art,”13 a phrase that 
Nietzsche used as a draft title for the book.14 In Nietzsche’s 1873 manuscript 
Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks, this “vortex” (dinos) corresponds to 
the cosmic “whirl” initiated by Anaxagoras’s nous. Nietzsche divests himself 
of philological accuracy when he writes that Anaxagoras’s nous is “far removed 
from a direct purposive end for all individual things,”15 but “on the contrary, 
suggests that the order and efficiency of things are but the direct result of blind 
mechanical movement,” originating out of the “irrational free random choosing 
that lies in the artist’s depths.”16 This is the purported reason for Plato’s criticism 
of Anaxagoras in the Phaedo.17 Taking creative liberties, Nietzsche reconciles what 
he deems the original free choice of Anaxagoras’s nous with the blind necessity of 
Democritean flux, the former setting the latter in motion. Nietzsche retroactively 
projects Democritus’s antiteleological worldview into his portrait of Anaxagoras. 
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Nature’s primeval chaos is transformed by the random whirling motion initiated 
by nous, whose unconditioned freedom explains the transient configuration of 
the natural order in which human life chances to flourish. Nietzsche further links 
this conception of physis with Heraclitus’s divine “game” of becoming ruled by 
Dike (PTAG 19), according to which one could, however perversely, interpret his 
famous fragment: “the fairest order in the world is a heap of random sweepings.”18 
This antiteleological worldview informs Nietzsche’s conception of tragic knowledge 
[tragische Erkenntniss] (BT 15) and which he finds in varying forms with Heraclitus, 
Anaxagoras, and Democritus.19 

The contrast between teleological and antiteleological worldviews crucially 
frames Schopenhauer’s pessimistic view that “nothing other can be stated as 
the purpose of our existence than cognizance of the fact that it would be better 
had we not existed.”20 This is because life amounts to suffering, and the cosmos 
lacks any rational aim that would justify it: “In fact the absence of all goals, of all 
boundaries, belongs to the essence of will in itself, which is an endless striving 
[Streben].”21 While he posits the will for life (Wille zum Leben) as the teleological 
principle governing organismic behaviour, he denies that the cosmos has any final 
end, resulting in the “nullity and futility of the striving of phenomena in their 
entirety…The multiplicity of organizations, the ingenuity of the means by which 
each is adapted to its element and its prey, contrasts distinctly here with the 
absence of any tenable final purpose.”22 The will, an unquenchable drive for life, 
is altogether deluded about life’s value. In light of such knowledge, Schopenhauer 
advocates the ascetic denial of the will and resignation to suffering as the path to 
salvation. Tragic art aesthetically provokes the philosophical pathos of pessimism 
(that it would be best never to have been born) by representing life’s torment 
in its irrational fruitlessness. The wretched spectacle disposes us to renounce 
our desire for life by practising detachment.23 While Schopenhauer’s conception 
of a directionless cosmos aligns with an antiteleological worldview, his ascetic 
response to suffering imbues existence with a moral significance that Nietzsche 
paraphrases in his citation from Anaximander: “Where the source of things is, 
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to that place they must also pass away, according to necessity, for they must pay 
penance and be judged for their injustices, in accordance with time” (PTAG 4).

Nietzsche associates each of these three philosophical positions with a different 
remedy for the experience of suffering. Socratic optimism locates the cause of 
suffering in ignorance, which rational understanding eliminates. This coincides 
with Plato’s teleological interpretation of our moral perfectibility. In contrast, 
aesthetic affirmation embraces suffering as a natural necessity without any 
inherent moral meaning, following an antiteleological interpretation of nature. 
Finally, Schopenhauer’s pessimism proposes the cure of ascetic self-denial as his 
moral response to life’s senseless cruelty. Nietzsche’s aesthetic affirmation of 
life emerges from the depths of Schopenhauer’s pessimism, which espouses the 
wisdom of Silenus. Nietzsche appraises Schopenhauer’s pessimism as a historical 
moment in Western philosophy. However, the existential question it confronts 
— does existence have any meaning at all?24 — is hardly distinctive of modernity. 
The wisdom of Silenus already indicates the despairing attitude that would 
answer this question with a resounding No, though none of the ancient schools 
of philosophical thought, nor the aesthetic affirmation exemplified in tragic myth, 
advocate this type of pessimism.25 What for Nietzsche makes Schopenhauer’s 
pessimism distinctively modern is the way he envisions nature’s purposeless 
monstrosity, deprived of Platonic harmony, as the dramatic backdrop for an 
extreme asceticism whose goal is moral enlightenment.

A dominant mood characterizes each of these three philosophical positions, 
be it optimism, pessimism, or the joy of aesthetic affirmation. Irrespective of 
how we might distinguish these particular moods, what informs each of them, 
what Nietzsche calls the pathos of truth, stems from the philosopher’s belief 
in the absolute value of eternal truth and refers to the illusory conviction of 
having grasped it. In Tragic Age, Nietzsche is not interested in the conventional 
truth value of philosophy. He instead weaves a narrative about the cultural 
development of the value of truth understood as a social construct, since “the 
belief in truth [Glaube an die Wahrheit] is necessary for man. Truth appears as a 
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social need: through a metastasis it is then applied to everything that does not 
need it” (WEN 1872:19[175]).26 In the next section, I advance my interpretation 
of Nietzsche’s early portraits of the pre-Socratics. Breaking with Schopenhauer, 
Nietzsche understands philosophical activity to transform reality through the 
imagination in a way that affirms the appearance of its objective verity. At the 
root of philosophy lies the seduction of knowledge and the art of truth, that is, the 
power of deception seemingly stripped of poetic artifice.

2. THE PATHOS OF TRUTH

Nietzsche clearly formulates his challenge to pessimism in Tragic Age, which 
portrays Anaximander as a forerunner to Schopenhauer and Heraclitus as a 
forerunner to Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy (PTAG 4–8). Nietzsche frames 
both portraits anachronistically within the context of Kantian philosophy.27 In 
contrast to Schopenhauer’s pessimistic characterization of Heraclitus as one 
who “bemoaned the eternal flow of things [ewigen Fluß der Dinge],”28 Nietzsche 
consistently characterizes him as “the opposite of a pessimist because he does not 
deny away sorrows and irrationality,”29 being one for whom existence “may only 
be grasped as an aesthetic phenomenon.”30 This is not a view that Schopenhauer 
endorses, since he embraces tragedy for its power to induce the ascetic renunciation 
of life. He opposes this type of experience to the affirmation of the will for life that 
he links with the worship of Dionysus.31 Nietzsche’s interpretation of tragedy as a 
glorification of Dionysian life-affirmation thus reverses Schopenhauer’s evaluation 
of the art form. Given this contrast (broadly construed), it is becoming less 
controversial to claim that The Birth challenges both Schopenhauer’s pessimism 
and his metaphysics, features that have commonly been attributed to this work.32 
Han-Pile, as well as Gemes and Sykes, have equated Nietzsche’s metaphysics in 
The Birth with a life-affirming myth, whose illusory status poses a similar problem 
for each of them: how or why would one affirm an illusion that one recognizes as 
such?33 I argue that Nietzsche intentionally poses this dilemma without resolving 
it, thereby provoking suspicion of the life-affirming myth that he rhetorically 
endorses. Not only is the metaphysical basis of Nietzsche’s myth entirely fictional, 
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but his early tragic philosophy renders suspect the very notion of a true world 
existing in itself, thus opting for a fundamentally anti-metaphysical stance that 
challenges any assumptions we might have about the true nature of reality.

Throughout his early unpublished writings, Nietzsche consistently refers to the 
“anthropomorphic” character of our knowledge about the world,34 emphasizing 
the questionable quality of our habitual sense of what is true, as concerns 
metaphysical or simply physical reality. He consistently denies our ability to 
access nature as it exists in itself, independently of human cognition. In his 1873 
essay “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense”, Nietzsche argues that no “real 
and universally valid [truth exists] apart from man.”35 He asks, “what then is 
truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms . . . truths 
are illusions that are no longer remembered as being illusions.”36 The significance 
of this view relates to Nietzsche’s reading of F. A. Lange,37 under whose influence 
he questions the existence of Kant’s Ding an sich, which he understands to be 
imaginary. As early as 1866, Nietzsche cites the following passage from Lange in a 
letter to Carl von Gersdorff: “Thus the true essence of things — the thing-in-itself 
— is not only unknown to us; the concept of it is neither more nor less than the final 
product of an antithesis which is determined by our organization, an antithesis 
of which we do not know whether it has any meaning outside our experience or 
not.”38 This argument reformulates Kant’s distinction between the phenomenal 
realm of appearances, conditioned in space and time, and the unconditioned 
ground of reality, posited by reason. Rather than a rational standard by which 
we judge existence, the antithesis between appearance and reality is rooted in 
our psychophysiological organization, which is itself a mere semblance, since, as 
Lange states, “our real organization is . . . as much unknown to us as real external 
things are. We continually have before us nothing but the product of both.”39 The 
language of semblance is problematic but unavoidable. Nietzsche assimilates this 
insight into a revised Kantianism. In his early notebooks he makes the radical 
claim that “all constructions of the world are anthropomorphisms; indeed, all 
sciences, if Kant is right.” Of course, this is not Kant’s conclusion. Nietzsche 
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skeptically infers that since we cannot substantiate this claim scientifically, “we 
must then say against Kant that, even if we agree with all his propositions, it still 
remains perfectly possible that the world is as it appears to us”, which we cannot 
prove either, resulting in an aporia. Nietzsche concludes that “this whole position 
is useless. Nobody can live with this kind of skepticism. We must transcend this 
skepticism, we must forget it!” (WEN 1872:19[125]).40 The true thing in itself need 
not exist at all but may be regarded as the result of a cognitive antithesis that 
structures the meaning of our experience, namely through a cultural process of 
aesthetic creation.

Meyer distinguishes what he calls Nietzsche’s “skeptical” views in early essays 
like “Truth and Lie” and “On the Pathos of Truth” — where he purportedly 
“denies the possibility of knowledge on the grounds that the way we perceive the 
world and the way we conceptualize our basic sensations distort an inaccessible 
reality in the form of a thing-in-itself”41 — from his supposed endorsement of 
Heraclitus’s philosophy in Tragic Age, according to which “we have the real world 
of dynamic relations of force . . . and an apparent, commonsense world that seems 
to be populated with self-identical subjects and objects that exist and persist 
through time.”42 However, in §11 of Tragic Age, Nietzsche espouses the type of 
view that Meyer claims he has left behind.43

[I]f the existence of things themselves cannot be proved, surely the inter-
relationship of things, their so-called being or nonbeing, will advance us 
not a step . . . [W]e shall never reach beyond the wall of relations [that 
delimit our experience], to some sort of fabulous primal ground of things 
[fabelhaften Urgrund der Dinge]….It is absolutely impossible for a subject to 
see or have insight into something while leaving itself out of the picture, 
so impossible that knowing and being are the most opposite of all spheres.

Here Nietzsche denies both the possibility of knowing what exists in itself, as 
well as the objectivity of the inter-relationship of things, whose endless alteration 
is what Meyer takes to be “the fundamental ‘stuffs’ of the Heraclitean world”,44 
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namely the “dynamic relations…[that] only exist insofar as they are continuously 
affecting something they are not, and therefore [which] are in a constant state of 
change or becoming.”45 We have no access to any such “real world”. By implication, 
Nietzsche equates the Heraclitean play of force with a mere conceptual 
representation.46 He furthermore discredits our ability to prove whether a world 
in itself exists at all, thereby breaking with both sets of views contrasted above in 
Meyer’s periodization. Instead, following Lange, he seems to designate noumena 
as a limit concept,47 for since the transcendental turn inaugurated by Kant, the 
“subjective concept” is “eternal [ewig]” (PTAG 11),48 beyond which the realm of 
things themselves becomes a mythical Urgrund, the mere appearance of a world 
behind appearances.

The horizon of human knowledge circumscribes our comprehension, or rather 
incomprehension, of nature. We cannot grasp nature from a nonhuman perspective. 
This is not a controversial thesis; indeed, it is that of an anthropological relativism 
that passes through Kant and leads to a variety of widely held contemporary views. 
Accordingly, Nietzsche’s mythopoeic rhetoric requires no sincere ontological 
commitments. He urges us beyond skepticism toward a view that embraces the 
artistic shaping of the world of appearances, which he identifies as tragic. 

For the tragic philosopher the image of existence is completed by the fact 
that the metaphysical only appears in anthropomorphic form. He is not a 
skeptic. Here a concept must be created: for skepticism is not the goal….One 
must want even illusion — that is  where the tragic lies (WEN 1872:19[35]).

The tragic philosopher takes part in a cultural process producing only illusions, 
that is, socially constructed truths. In The Birth, Nietzsche treats the Kantian 
notion of nature’s unconditioned ground as one such mytho-metaphysical 
illusion, a primordial womb that births appearances. This anthropomorphic 
construction results from translating the human experience of finitude into a 
cosmic, metaphysical realm of becoming. While Nietzsche locates the derivation 
of metaphysics from the experience of dreaming,49 as we shall see in the next 
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section, or from an evolutionary history of sensation,50 he knows that these 
primeval processes immanently condition the consciousness that would feign to 
objectively understand them. We cannot therefore trace the metaphysical plane 
back to its mythless origin; no such origin exists. 

We can thus begin to appreciate The Birth’s metaphysical will as a mythical 
appearance, a fabulation that exemplifies how “man imagines the existence of other 
things by analogy with his own existence, in other words anthropomorphically 
and in any event, with non-logical projection” (PTAG 11). The tragic conception of 
the cosmos that Nietzsche associates with Heraclitus is nothing but a mythopoeic 
projection, the work of an artist that epitomizes his intuitive vision of nature. 
Nietzsche links Heraclitus’s philosophy with Attic tragedy in §24 of The Birth, 
“which reveals to us the playful construction [and destruction] of the world of 
individuality as an outpouring of primal pleasure and delight [characteristic of a 
child at play],”51 and gives his most detailed version of it in Tragic Age. Here, the 
eternal “game” of Heraclitean becoming is a drama “of law in becoming and of play 
in necessity.”52 The coincidence of necessity and chance in this cosmic spectacle, 
“this greatest of all dramas” (PTAG 8), resembles the deception produced by the 
tragic poets. 

Aeschylean-Sophoclean tragedy used the most ingenious artistic means 
to place all the threads needed to understand events in the spectator’s 
hands in the opening scenes and, to some extent, by chance. This feature 
demonstrates the value of the kind of noble artistry which masks, as it 
were, things which are formally necessary, so as to make them appear 
fortuitous (BT 12).53 

The poet stages a series of events pregnant with symbolic meaning, whose inner 
necessity the audience intuits as if by chance. Only by this achievement does the 
drama appear spontaneously to provoke a tragic pathos without being recognized 
for the manipulation that it is. Nietzsche’s interpretation of Heraclitus’s philosophy 
similarly represents the poetic staging of reality in this way. The paradoxical 
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combination of necessity and chance infuses Heraclitus’ mythopoeic conception 
of the cosmos, wherein the haphazard contingencies of becoming harmonize 
with the eternal principle of divine justice, analogous to the unpredictable but 
strictly regulated play of a sporting competition. This feature of poetic narrative 
incarnates the psychological artifice of the imagination and implicitly mirrors 
the primal structure of belief through which human beings instinctively stage the 
meaning of their experience by projecting meaning into life and onto nature. The 
poet, like the philosopher, authors a seductive dreamworld, and “every human 
being is fully an artist when creating the worlds of dream” (BT 1). 

In Nietzsche’s 1872 essay “On the Pathos of Truth”, Heraclitus flees into an 
imaginary world that he sees everywhere reflected in nature, delighting in the 
“truth” of the dreamworld that surrounds him. “The truth! The rapturous 
delusion of a god! What business of men is truth? And what was the ‘truth’ of 
Heraclitus? And where has it gone? A vanished dream, wiped from the faces of 
mankind, together with other dreams!”54 What Nietzsche calls the pathos of truth 
is the philosopher’s sublime feeling of beholding the primordial unity of nature 
and refers to the joy experienced in this fantastical state of illusion. Nietzsche 
undermines the distinction between the phenomenal world of appearances 
(Erscheinungen) and the unconditioned ground (Urgrund/Untergrund) of nature 
insofar as he identifies this philosophical comprehension of nature as rooted in 
the imagination. He repeats this insight throughout his early notebooks. 

The description of the philosopher’s nature. He knows through creating 
poetry, and he creates poetry through knowing [Er erkennt, indem er dichtet, 
und dichtet, indem er erkennt]….Heraclitus can never become obsolete. It is 
poetic creation beyond the limits of experience, the continuation of the 
mythical drive [mythischen Triebes] . . . Overcoming knowledge through 
mythopoeic forces [mythenbildende Kräfte] (WEN 1872:19[62]).

This is why it is “very instructive when Heraclitus compares his language with 
Apollo and the sybil” (WEN 1872:19[99]), a point that concludes the discussion 
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of Heraclitus in §8 of Tragic Age. Nietzsche apprehends the desire for knowledge, 
culminating in the pathos of truth, as instinctively linked with the philosopher’s 
artistically creative, mythopoeic capacity. Nietzsche’s note, “About the lie”, from 
the summer of 1872, describes Heraclitus’s teaching as an “anthropomorphism” and 
considers the philosophical “pathos of truth” as having an “accidental origin”. He 
understands Plato’s noble lie in this context, which I touch on in the next section. 
The note concludes: “[we] return to culture in the fashion of sects; we try to roll 
back the immeasurable knowledge in the philosopher and to convince him again 
of the anthropomorphic nature of all knowledge [dem Anthropomorphischen aller 
Erkenntniß]” (WEN 1872:19[180]). Once we recognize the experience of arriving 
at the truth as sheer pathos, its illusory value presumably ceases to be a source 
of metaphysical consolation. Nietzsche affirms in a single impossible stroke both 
the pathos of truth and the demystification of truth as a seductive illusion. He 
builds this vacillation into his neologism the pathos of truth, communicating how 
truth is nothing but an illusion that we affirm as real. Nietzsche’s vision of the 
tragic philosopher, who paradoxically affirms truth as an illusion, suggests that 
we cannot be freed from this irresolvable tension between appearance and reality.

Nietzsche’s contrast between Anaximander and Heraclitus highlights opposing 
interpretations — pessimistic versus tragic — of an eternal justice that is entirely 
fictional. We find this same mytho-metaphysical phantasm in Schopenhauer’s 
Kantian formulation of eternal justice as the “unification of freedom with 
necessity”.55 Nietzsche suffuses the modern insights of Kant and Schopenhauer 
with his unified presentation of the pre-Socratic philosophers, who form a 
dialectical harmony of dissonant voices. Together, the pre-Socratic philosophers 
embody the instinctual agon of a collective subjectivity as it undergoes a process 
of historical conditioning reflected in the development of scientific knowledge. 
The defining feature of this subjectivity is its self-contradiction. The identity of 
Heraclitus, whose tragic philosophy is presented as paradigmatic of the “Hellenic 
‘Will’”,56 exists at the level of an imaginary cultural representation. One cannot 
distinguish the man from the myth or myth from logos. Enter the music-making 



dissonance and illusion in nietzsche’s early tragic philosophy · 99 

Socrates. With Nietzsche’s narrative about the pre-Socratics in mind, we can 
better understand the significance of this figure, who clinches the dialectical 
relationship between optimism and pessimism in The Birth.

3. THE MUSIC-MAKING SOCRATES

Nietzsche overcomes the opposition between optimism and pessimism in the 
synthesis of the Apollonian and Dionysian elaborated in the second half of The 
Birth (BT 16–25). This discussion takes as its point of departure the figure of a 
music-making Socrates (BT 14–5), whose appearance marks the culmination of 
the first half of the book.57 Nietzsche illuminates the transformation of optimistic 
theoretical knowledge into pessimistic resignation within the mythological 
framework of the two artistic drives (Kunsttriebe), the Dionysian and the 
Apollonian, whose coupling manifests an aesthetic affirmation of life. Passionate 
intoxication, moral transgression, and orgiastic loss of self characterize the 
Dionysian, while dream-like imagination, moral self-awareness, and the principle 
of individuation characterize the Apollonian. In physiological terms, the Dionysian 
expresses the form-dissolving, procreative instinct sublimated into music, and the 
Apollonian expresses the form-giving, imaginative instinct sublimated into the 
plastic arts. Metaphysically speaking, the Apollonian and the Dionysian together 
represent the duality of phenomenal appearances and their primordial ground, of 
will and representation (Vorstellung).58 Nietzsche opposes the synthesis of these 
two deified instincts in Attic tragedy to Socratism, which he holds responsible 
for the degeneration of tragic art. However, this opposition is caught within a 
circularity insofar as Nietzsche will ultimately argue that Socratic optimism 
leads to pessimism, whose dialectical sublation, like that of Dionysus and Apollo, 
manifests life’s aesthetic affirmation, as I will show.

The surface of Nietzsche’s narrative is deceptive. While the Socratism that opposes 
tragic art clearly infects Plato’s metaphysical idealism, Nietzsche nonetheless 
uses the Platonic distinction between reality and appearance, between “the ‘idea’ 
as opposed to the ‘idol,’ or copied image [Abbild],” in describing the synthesis 
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of Dionysus and Apollo. Dionysus, “entangled in the net of the individual will,” 
represents the Platonic Idea of being, the metaphysical reality that the Apollonian 
“idol” — the individuated image of the tragic hero on stage — conceals as the 
mask of Dionysus (BT 10). To a certain degree, this reflects Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics, which combines the Kantian Ding an sich, designated by the will, 
with Plato’s Ideas,59 through which the will phenomenally objectivizes itself.60 In 
Schopenhauer’s account of tragic drama, the hero, as a phenomenal figure, is an 
image of the Idea of humanity, a representation of its collective suffering.61 By 
contrast, music represents reality beyond the realm of universal Ideas, as a copy 
of the noumenal will prior to its objectivization. “Thus music is in no way, like 
the other arts, an image [Abbild] of Ideas, but an image of the very will [Abbild des 
Willens selbst] of which Ideas are also the objectivization [Objektität].”62 Nietzsche’s 
synthesis of the Apollonian and Dionysian thus overcomes Schopenhauer’s 
aesthetic distinction between the Idea of humanity embodied by the tragic hero 
and the will represented in music, combining the two in a single art.63 Tragic myth 
offers us a presentiment of the end of individuation in the return of phenomena 
to the primordial unity (das Ur-Eine), represented by the hero’s Dionysian self-
destruction. In The Birth, the role of the chorus’s musical accompaniment to 
the drama highlights what Nietzsche envisions in the destruction of the tragic 
hero, namely the Platonic Idea’s absorption into the noumenal will prior to its 
objectivization. 

To complicate things further, James I. Porter notes that beneath this Platonic 
terminology lies a materialist, physiological reduction, indicated by Nietzsche’s 
allusion to Lucretius, who states that “it was in dream that the magnificent 
figures of the gods first appeared before the souls of men” (BT 1).64 Nietzsche’s 
insight in §5 of Human, All Too Human illuminates the connection he sees between 
Lucretius’s atomism and Plato’s metaphysics.

In the ages of raw, primordial culture, people believed that in dreams they 
came to know a second real world; here is the origin of all metaphysics. 
Without dreams, there would have been no reason to divide the world. 
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The separation into soul and body is also connected to the oldest view of 
dreams, just like the assumption that the soul can appear in bodily form, 
hence the origin of all belief in ghosts, and probably also the belief in gods. 
“The dead live on; for they appear to the living in dreams”: that was the 
conclusion one previously drew, throughout millennia.65

When read continuously with §1 of The Birth, this passage highlights the Dionysian 
realm as that “second real world” that results from the Apollonian experience 
of dreaming, as the deceptive appearance of a metaphysical Beyond (Jenseits) 
that imbues empirical reality with the uncanny quality of mere semblance. That 
“the soul can appear in bodily form” is the primal religious belief that Nietzsche 
describes in his Platonic analysis of Attic tragedy in §10 of The Birth, concerning 
the appearance of the tragic hero as an embodiment of Dionysus. The drama 
reflects how the experience of empirical reality itself mirrors the quality peculiar 
to dream consciousness — the semblance of semblance [Schein des Scheins] (BT 
4). Bearing this in mind, let us turn back to Lucretius, for whom the soul is a 
rarefied body of very fine particles. On this view, the appearances of the gods 
are phantasms: psychical projections of atomic simulacra.66 Nietzsche finds the 
metaphysical distinction between reality and appearance to originate from the 
power of dreaming. We project the difference between waking and dreaming 
states into phenomenal existence, which then appears as an illusion concealing a 
world beyond the empirical one. He assumes that this distinction is inescapable, 
for it is rooted in the psychophysiological organization of human perception. 
Insofar as our conception of the “real” is bound up with the obscure physiology 
of dreaming, the veracity of the distinction between appearance and reality is 
sublated (aufgehoben): both demolished and preserved.67 As the ineliminable basis 
of subjective representation, it arises from the experience of dreaming and is 
itself nothing but a dream.68

In passages such as §10 of The Birth, in which Nietzsche, following Schopenhauer, 
establishes a Platonic interpretation of tragic myth, the distinction between myth 
and metaphysics is likewise sublated. We must wonder whether tragic myth 
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signifies the aesthetic materialization of Platonic metaphysics, or whether Platonic 
metaphysics signifies an abstract, theoretical reduction of tragic myth. Elsewhere 
in The Birth, Plato’s rationalism opposes tragic myth and his metaphysics heralds 
the optimism of Socratic science. In Nietzsche’s aesthetics, Plato’s opposition 
between poetry and philosophy oscillates in a process of ambivalent self-inversion. 
On the one hand, Platonic metaphysics designates a logical theory, while on 
the other a religious myth; on the one hand, the optimism of Socratic dialectic 
characterizes it, while on the other it characterizes Attic tragedy.

For Nietzsche, Plato’s division between logos and mythos demonstrates how these 
two spheres arise inseparably together. 

The theoretical genius pushes for the unleashing of artistic-mystical drives 
in two ways: on the one hand through its sheer existence, which demands 
its immortal twin, like one colour the other, in accordance with a certain 
allopathy of nature; on the other hand through the abrupt transformation 
of science into art every time its limits are reached (WEN 1870:7[125]).

He criticizes Plato’s hierarchical judgement that privileges logos. Plato provides 
rational justifications for the employment of mythos, understood as a useful means 
of moral69 and civic instruction, in subordination to philosophy. We see this most 
notably in his discussion of the noble lie in his Republic,70 wherein he later banishes 
the tragic poets from his perfect state.71 The thesis of Nietzsche’s unpublished 
essay “The Greek State” (1872)72 is that Plato’s noble lie is a sign of his innate 
artistic strength, which, had his nobility not been corrupted by Socrates, would 
have been put into the service of the aesthetic, rather than merely intellectual, 
flourishing of culture. One can understand why Nietzsche considers Plato’s noble 
lie as a sign of his native artistic strength, for it is a manipulation whose effect 
resembles the one produced by the tragic poet, transforming human artifice into 
something that appears by turns fortuitous, natural, or divinely ordained. For 
Plato, the poet’s mythos supposedly operates far below the lucid heights from 
which the philosopher employs it. According to Nietzsche, Plato dismisses the 
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mythos of the tragic poet because it originates unconsciously out of his creative 
instinct. This is attested in “what Sophocles said about Aeschylus, namely that he 
did the right thing, although he did it unconsciously.” Plato, by contrast, 

is usually being ironical when he speaks of the poet’s creative ability, 
except when it takes the form of conscious insight, and he equates it with 
the gift of soothsaying and interpreting dreams; the poet, he says, is unable 
to compose poetry until he has lost consciousness and reason no longer 
dwells in him. (BT 12)

Nietzsche reverses Plato’s evaluation of the tragic poet by implicating the 
philosopher in the art of dream interpretation and hence as one who is no less 
subject to unconsciously creative forces:

A person with artistic sensibility relates to the reality of dream in the 
same way as a philosopher relates to the reality of existence: he attends 
to it closely and with pleasure, using these images to interpret life, and 
practising for life with the help of these events….We take pleasure in 
dreaming, understanding its figures without mediation; all forms speak to 
us; nothing is indifferent or unnecessary. Yet even while this dream-reality 
is most alive, we nevertheless retain a pervasive sense that it is semblance 
[Scheins] (BT 1).

For Nietzsche, poetic narrative mimics the deception of dreams, a deception 
that also infects the philosopher’s waking perception of reality, imbuing it with 
metaphysical significance.

Precisely this insight marks the transition from Socratic to tragic culture, from 
scientific optimism to aesthetic affirmation. Nietzsche contextualizes his critique 
of Socratic optimism with the modern innovations of Kant and Schopenhauer 
that herald its tragic counterpart.

The hardest-fought victory of all was won by the enormous courage and 
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wisdom of Kant and Schopenhauer, a victory over the optimism which lies 
hidden in the nature of logic and which in turn is the hidden foundation 
of our culture. Whereas this optimism once believed in our ability to grasp 
and solve, with the help of the seemingly reliable aeternae veritates, all 
puzzles of the universe, and treated time, space, and causality as entirely 
unconditional laws of the most general validity, Kant showed that these 
things actually only served to raise mere appearance, the work of maya, to 
the status of the sole true and supreme reality and to put this in the place 
of the innermost and true essence of things, thereby making it impossible 
to understand this essence — putting the dreamer even more deeply to 
sleep, as Schopenhauer put it [World as Will and Representation, I, p.498]. 
This insight marks the beginning of a culture which I now dare to describe 
as tragic culture. Its most important feature lies in putting wisdom in 
place of science as the highest goal (BT 18).

This passage provides the modern context for Nietzsche’s vision of the rebirth of 
tragic culture, whose “symbol” is the music-making Socrates (BT 17), representing 
the value of “putting wisdom in the place of science as the highest goal,” namely, “the 
metaphysical solace [Trost] that eternal life flows on [weiterfliesst] indestructibly 
beneath the turmoil of appearances [Wirbel der Erscheinungen]” (BT 18). But how 
can this type of Dionysian wisdom remain convincing as a culture’s highest goal, 
given that the above passage dismisses as an optimistic delusion our desire to 
penetrate beyond the realm of appearances, leaving us without any access to “the 
innermost and true essence of things”? Dionysian wisdom thereby reduces to the 
comfort of an illusion, though one that undermines itself in being recognized as 
such and thus ceases to be comforting. Gemes and Sykes claim that tragic art 
protects us from life’s objective meaninglessness by virtue of an illusion.73 This 
widespread view finds support in Nietzsche’s portrait of Hamlet, whose insight 
into the “true essence of things . . . prompts [him] to see only what is terrible 
or absurd in existence wherever he looks.” While this insight poses the “danger 
of longing to deny the will as the Buddhist does” (BT 7), it is itself delusional, 
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since “it is an arrogant delusion to believe that we can penetrate to the innermost 
essence of things” (BT 18).74 Hence, the highest goal of culture turns out to be no 
less illusory than the ateleological cosmic meaninglessness that it is supposed 
to redeem us from, whose antagonism equates to the juxtaposition of mythical 
appearances beyond which lies an incomprehensible void.75

Nietzsche’s early tragic philosophy confronts the abyss of nature, its 
impenetrability. In the above passage from §18 of The Birth, we see that his 
engagement with Schopenhauer’s pessimism withholds any dogmatic assertion 
about the true nature of reality. Whereas Schopenhauer denies the value of life by 
virtue of an ascetic wisdom that transcends it, the satyr Silenus calls into question 
the value of the pessimistic wisdom that he conveys to the humans who entrap 
him. “‘Wretched, ephemeral race, children of chance and tribulation, why do you 
force me to tell you the very thing which it would be most profitable for you not 
to hear?’” In Nietzsche’s account of Silenus’ story, the satyr rebukes his human 
captors, who receive the truth that their possessive lust for it deserves — with 
“shrill laughter”, he ironically punishes their assault, rather than communicating 
something unconditional.76 Unlike Schopenhauer, Nietzsche pursues the satyr’s 
wisdom as something inherently questionable, since he accepts that suffering 
taints knowledge, spoils its pretension to truth, and deprives it of the salvific power 
that he appears to reinvest in art. In The Birth, Silenus’ “piece of popular wisdom” 
entwines the “ecstatic vision” of the Olympian gods that it mythopoetically 
propagates (BT 3). Likewise, Nietzsche’s tragic philosopher confronts nature’s 
unfathomable abyss only to transform it into a metaphysical unity, an imaginary 
instance of aesthetic reconciliation whereby “all that is real is dissolved in 
semblance, and behind it the unified nature of the Will manifests itself, completely 
cloaked in the glory of wisdom and truth and blinding radiance. Illusion, delusion at 
its peak.”77 Such is the process by which the music-making Socrates transforms the 
optimistic pursuit of truth that leads to pessimism into the aesthetic affirmation 
of life, which reaches its peak in a blinding, “mystical sense of oneness” (BT 2). 
This pathos negates nature’s unfathomability in the illusion of grasping its real 
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essence “with the certainty of something directly apprehended [Anschauung]” 
(BT 1).

The music-making Socrates symbolically embodies the aesthetic sublation of 
optimism and pessimism that coincides in what Nietzsche calls tragic knowledge, 
which is discovered when optimistic science, led on by the “sublime metaphysical 
illusion [Wahn]” that existence can not only be rationally comprehended but also 
corrected, reaches its limit and ends in an abyss, for “logic now curls up around 
these limits and bites its own tail.” At this point, art or myth emerges to remedy 
science, whose optimism leads through pessimism to aesthetic affirmation. The 
sublime metaphysical illusion of scientific optimism, which drives science onward 
in its pursuit of truth, leads scientific knowledge to the point at which “it must 
transform itself into art [in Kunst umschlagen muss]; which is actually, given this 
mechanism, what it has been aiming at all along” (BT 15). Within the framework 
of a dialectical sublation of opposites, Nietzsche envisions “the most illustrious 
opposition to the tragic world view, by which I mean science, optimistic to its 
deepest core, with its ancestor Socrates at the head of it” (BT 16), leading through 
pessimism to the very tragic knowledge it opposes.78 Tragic myth thereby “leads 
the world of appearances to its limits where it negates itself and seeks to flee back 
into the one, true reality; at which point it seems to sing…its metaphysical swan-
song” (BT 22). The language harks back to Nietzsche’s image of the music-making 
Socrates and alludes to the metaphysical swan song sung by the dying Socrates in 
the Phaedo.79 While in Plato the limits of the world of appearances give way to a 
vision of the good beyond being (epekeina tes ousias)80 — a metaphysics of morality 
— tragic myth undermines this morality in an amoral, life-affirming moment of 
aesthetic rapture (Rausch). This moment coincides with the destruction of the 
tragic hero on stage, through which the spectators feel themselves united with the 
noumenal realm beneath appearances, a mere imaginary projection. In Tragic Age, 
Nietzsche describes this experience as “the mystic absorption into one all-sufficing 
ecstatic state of mind [das mystische Versenktsein in eine allgenügende entzückende 
Vorstellung] which is the enigma and vexation of ordinary minds” (PTAG 11). In 
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Kantian terms, Dionysian rapture takes place at the limit of human experience, at 
“the spot where the occupied space (namely, experience) touches the void (that 
of which we can know nothing, namely noumena).”81 In a moment of purest bliss, 
the mind empties into the void of its own subjectivity. 

CONCLUSION

Situated within the neo-Kantian tradition of anthropological relativism, Nietzsche’s 
early tragic philosophy designates noumena as a limit concept constricting our 
knowledge about the world. Following Lange, he finds the metaphysical distinction 
between appearance and reality to be inextricable from human experience insofar 
as this cognitive antithesis stems from our psychophysiological organization. 
This is not to say, with Kant, that beyond the limit of scientific knowledge lies 
the speculative sphere of metaphysics. Rather, this limit already functions as 
a dubious metaphysical marker beyond which our cultural ideals amount to 
mythical constructions. Implicating the value of truth itself as a social construct, 
what makes Nietzsche’s anthropological relativism still controversial today is its 
radically subjectivist character. Human subjectivity is collectively constituted 
by a mythical horizon that we cannot transcend. However, the myth of its 
transcendence persists for science, which attempts to grasp the objective truth 
about nature. Nietzsche links this myth with Plato’s image of the dying Socrates, 
whose cheerful optimism deifies the scientific quest for theoretical knowledge, 
and which he contrasts with his own image of a music-making Socrates. Modeled 
after the ancient figure of a tragic hero, the music-making Socrates symbolizes 
life’s aesthetic affirmation, raising it to the level of a modern cultural ideal. 
Nietzsche dramatizes how the mythical horizon of human experience, as the 
sociocultural lens through which we interpret nature, no longer delimits scientific 
knowledge but tragically infects it, thereby collapsing Plato’s distinction between 
mythos and logos. The type of mystical-artistic affirmation that accompanies this 
insight involves a manipulation of our desire for knowledge whose limit collapses 
into an impenetrable void, producing ephemeral intoxication. Once one comes 
to recognize the illusory basis of such an experience, life’s inevitable, irresolvable 
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tensions remain.

The world’s metaphysical Untergrund, the unconditioned ground of phenomenal 
appearances, not only cannot be grasped, but is produced fictively by the 
subject’s very attempt to do so. This is to say that metaphysical inquiry produces 
a conviction of the inaccessible object that it pursues. In seeking out the cause of 
consciousness, one finally confronts the constitutive limit of subjectivity beyond 
which no cause can be found other than the consciousness of appearances one 
seeks to explain. The skeptical, demystifying tendency of critical theoretical 
inquiry at this point turns against and consumes itself, biting its own tail, for 
the mythopoeic instinct against which philosophy fights finally infects its own 
intellectual grasp of objective reality. In place of religious myth, metaphysicians 
posited a realm of being in order to explain the realm of ephemeral becoming, 
which they considered illusory, whereas Nietzsche treats the contradiction 
between being and becoming as no less imaginary than the myth that metaphysics 
was supposed to replace. He suffuses The Birth with this contradiction at the heart 
of appearances, whose aesthetic manipulation produces the pathos of mystical 
transcendence, a phantasmal representation that one comes to recognize as such. 
However, when we appreciate the deceptive quality of all metaphysics and discard 
the dichotomous understanding of reality in terms of phenomena and noumena, 
we are not thereby freed from illusion, for such dichotomous thinking (and such 
deception) ineluctably structures the meaning of human experience and imbues 
it with value. The solution is not to try futilely to overcome this contradiction 
— exciting an unquenchable thirst for Dionysian intoxication — but to learn the 
tragic necessity of coming to live with it. Since we cannot get beyond the play of 
appearances, Nietzsche’s early tragic philosophy leaves us with the dissonance of 
human existence that it only amplifies.
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INTRODUCTION

After a lifetime of research on the topic, Jan Aertsen in his Medieval Philosophy 
as Transcendental Thought, was unable to produce a single scholastic philosopher 
who denied in any way the transcendental convertibility of being (ens) and one 
(unum).1 Every being, precisely inasmuch as it is a being, is one. The thesis enjoyed 
unchallenged hegemony for the entire medieval age (and beyond),2 at certain 
singular points even achieving such a pitch of intensity as to blur the lines of first 
philosophy between ‘ontology’ and ‘henology.’3 This doctrinal uniformity is all the 
more surprising given the period’s fiery debates concerning not only the nature of 
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transcendental predicates,4 but their distinction,5 number,6 subject of inherence,7 
cognitive and theological functions,8 etc. This prevailing consensus certainly 
points to a set of uniquely central ontological theses, shared all the way through 
the otherwise variegated and divisive period dominated by the rich metaphysics 
of ‘the scholastic tradition.’9 

Against this background, I here locate principled divergence between the 
metaphysics of Gilles Deleuze, as deployed in his Difference and Repetition,10 
and the commitment to the transcendental convertibility of being and unity 
pronounced throughout classical philosophy, from its sources in the ancients 
through to its explicit articulation in scholasticism. To show this, I first describe 
the nature of the commitment to the convertibility of being and unity as this is 
explained within certain paradigmatic medieval thinkers and their contemporary 
expositors, and as this emerged from out of its Platonic pre-history. I then situate 
Deleuze’s departure from this commitment by locating the fundaments of his 
ontology of difference within the suppressed possibilities of the classical tradition: 
principally, in the problematic concepts created in the Neoplatonic discussion 
of the other-than-one, and in the Scotistic discussion of ultimate difference. After 
comparing Deleuze’s strategy for opposing the transcendental unum to that of 
his contemporary, Alain Badiou, I go on to concretize Deleuze’s divergence by 
staging a direct confrontation with the metaphysic of Thomas Aquinas. I suggest, 
by way of contrast, that whereas Aquinas deploys the transcendental unum in the 
three figures of limitatio, essentia, and reditio, these three expressions of unity are 
replaced by Deleuze with the alternative triplex of difference, individuation, and 
repetition. Deleuze’s denial of the transcendental convertibility of being and unity 
is thus associated with some articulated – yet, unpursued – theoretical options 
buried within the long tradition of classical metaphysics, and the ontological 
affirmation of these is shown to stand in stark and polemical divergence to, 
arguably, this tradition’s most fundamental metaphysical postulate.

This paper aims to continue the project of establishing a rapprochement between 
Deleuze’s singularly powerful heterological ontology and medieval metaphysics, 
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both of which represent high points in the history of ontology.11 This not only 
presents a challenging alternative to the basic suppositions of scholastic 
metaphysics, serving as a spur toward reappropriating medieval transcendental 
thought in a newly refreshed, systematic context,12 but also invites a reoriented 
reading of Deleuze’s principal ontological work, Difference and Repetition—
following after the suggestions of certain Deleuzian commentators that the text 
rewards consideration from multiple historical points of view, given its complex 
dialogue with the tradition of metaphysics.13 This paper thus continues on, down 
into the uniquely fundamental level of transcendental unity, further establishing 
‘Deleuze’s scholasticism,’ which association is more and more being emphasized.14 

Transcendental Unum: Sense and Inception

First, let us consider the sense of the transcendental convertibility of being and 
unum, before, second, turning to trace the historical origins of this doctrine. 

What is transcendentality in general? What is transcendental unity in particular? 
The doctrine of the transcendentals as it is classically understood concerns the 
universal determinations which attend all beings precisely inasmuch as they are 
beings. The name ‘transcendentalia’ comes from the Latin ‘transcendere’, which 
speaks to the sense in which determinations of this sort transcend or step beyond 
constriction to any of the particular Aristotelian categories of being, embracing or 
going through the entire scope of being, and perhaps also exceeding entirely the 
whole order of categorial reality, thereby including within their scope the predicates 
applicable to the divine as sui generis first and highest being. ‘Transcendental 
commonality’ pertains to the whole extent of what can be referred to as being.15 
All transcendental terms are thus equal in extension, differing from one another 
in intension.16 

Traditionally, the transcendentals’ relation to being has been construed in the way 
that properties follow upon their subjects.17 Wherever being is concretely present, 
its distinctive properties invariably accompany it. Properties follow in virtue of 
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their subject, and so transcendental properties correspond proportionally to both 
being’s degree and special categorical mode.18 There is thus a natural necessity 
requiring that the propria passiones follow upon its form/ground, as an explication 
or elaboration of the nature of the ground—which formality is not, yet, logically 
contained in the abstract quiddity of the form/ground itself, as a consequence of 
which it would instead be an essential accident. The transcendental properties 
‘one’, ‘true’, and ‘good’, as co-present with being in every case of its concretion, are 
said to be ‘convertible’ with being. The question then, is what this convertibility 
of being and unity amounts to in the scholastic tradition.

There was consensus among the scholastics on both the convertibility of being 
and unity, and on the meaning of this ‘unity’—in all cases, it was taken to mean an 
entity’s intrinsic indivision or undividedness.19 In this, the tradition was continuing 
and affirming a definition first proposed by Aristotle in the Metaphysics.20 This 
undividedness, in the words of Aquinas in his Commentary on the Sentences, is said 
to lie “closest to being.”21 For the most part, ens and unum were distinguished by 
these thinkers only logically or conceptually—unum adding nothing real to being, 
or more properly, adding only negation, only a privation of actual division.22 It 
was common practice in medieval philosophy to distinguish the transcendental 
sense of unum, running through all of the categories, from the mathematical 
sense of unum, restricted to the category of quantity. These two ‘ones’ are each 
in their own way opposed to ‘multiplicity.’23 Aquinas offers a succinct account 
of this in his Summa Theologiae (Ia. q. 11, art. 2).24 The ‘one’ of quantity is the 
principle of number; it is that which, by being repeated, comprises the sum (the 
multiple).25 Aquinas says that there is a direct opposition between ‘one’ and ‘many’ 
arithmetically, because they stand as measure to thing measured, as just-one to 
many-ones. Likewise, transcendental unity is opposed to multiplicity, but in this 
case not directly. Its opposition is not to the many-ones per se, but rather to the 
division essentially presupposed in and formal with respect to the multiplication 
of actual multiplicity. This tracks with a consistent distinction in Aquinas between 
division and plurality in which division is seen as ontologically and logically prior.26 
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Transcendental unity then, has a certain priority to its predicamental counterpart. 

We will return below to the consequences for contemporary ontology that follow 
upon this fact that, in its developed form, it was division, not plurality, that was 
taken by the classical tradition to be the precise contrary to transcendental unity. 
Having just clarified the sense of the transcendental unum, and worked out its 
function as a property with which being is proportionally convertible, we now 
turn to reconstruct the historical inception of the doctrine that each case of being 
is without exception ‘one’. As we recount the original expositions of this doctrine, 
we simultaneously glimpse, in a fragmentary fashion, certain notions which were 
elaborated by way of an oppositional complementarity to the metaphysics of 
‘unity’ then in the process of becoming. It is at these points of systematic exclusion, 
we will see, that the vocabulary Deleuze chooses to express his rejection of the 
transcendental unum can be adequately situated. 

The historically first treatise on the transcendentals, marking its origin as an explicit 
doctrine in the scholastic period, was written by the 13th century theologian Philip 
the Chancellor.27 Interestingly, although Philip names unity among transcendental 
predicates, he does not provide an independent derivation of unity alongside the 
predicates of being, truth, and goodness. He deploys the notion of indivision/
unity as explanans of each of the further transcendental predicates, including 
even being itself.28 Unity receives both a recognizably Aristotelian definition, and 
a definite prioritization among the various transcendental predicates. This points 
to the unique context of the formulation of the doctrine of transcendental unity in 
high scholasticism. The medieval mind was beginning to loosen the bonds of the 
rigid Aristotelian categorial schema, by considering what is common to all beings 
as such. In terms of expression, these commonalities maintained a generally 
Aristotelian flavor, but in terms of the effective doctrinal commitments, there can 
be detected at the beginning of the scholastic treatment of the transcendentals the 
noticeably Platonic ontological precedence of unity, and the near identification of 
being with some form of unity.29 
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It has been contested that the pre-history of the scholastic doctrine of the 
transcendentals can be found within Platonism.30 To understand the reasons 
for the ubiquitous commitment to the convertibility of ‘being’ and ‘unity’ in 
the medieval period, it is evident that we must trace their coordination back 
through Neoplatonism.31 Let us consider first Proclus. In his Commentary on 
Plato’s Parmenides he dialectically considers a variety of possible ontologically-
self-sufficient first principles, swiftly establishing that what is entirely otherwise-
than-one is impossible.32 He introduces a slightly more detailed argument by 
indirect proof in the first proposition of his Elements of Theology. This begins with 
the supposition that there is a manifold that in no way participates unity, which 
he defines as “an infinity of infinities”— each of the infinite parts consisting of a 
division into infinite parts, etc.33 If a being was to in no way participate in unity, 
Proclus says it would be condemned to indefinite formlessness, retreating from 
all proportionality, equality, and presence—so that it in no way could be called ‘a 
being.’ All beings must in some way be unities, therefore— for to be, while being in 
no way one is an ontological impossibility, unthinkable and reprehensible, indeed 
the first thought to be expelled within a general presentation of metaphysics. 

In denying being-without-one, Proclus has given us a rich description of its 
hypothetical properties. Something similar happens in Iamblichus’ Theology of 
Arithmetic. 34 He famously sets out the three primary determinations of being and 
number: the Monad, the Dyad, and the Triad. The Monad, he argues is the formal-
exemplary principle of number, but it is the Triad which is in fact the first being-
number. The indefinite dyad is harder to place. It is “the first to have separated 
itself from the Monad” 35 and is likewise a certain kind of principle of the Triad, 
inasmuch as the Triad is otherwise than the Monad. It is not, though, anything 
like an exemplary-formal principle, in terms of establishing the intrinsic character 
of that which is number. The indefinite dyad serves the opposite function—not 
of making or reproducing the same as the one, after the one, but rather making 
more than and different from the one. The indefinite dyad is outside of the Monad 
precisely by its function as the principle or agent of differentiation, dissipation, 
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and multiplication, which despite this is not itself in any way one. Yet, Iamblichus 
asserts, the entire operation of the indefinite dyad occurs within the economy 
of the Monad: “the Dyad is perpetually subordinate to the Monad, as matter is 
to form”, and this because it has no ontological independence, and indeed is not 
itself formally or exemplarily being. The differential not-one operates merely 
relatively within a given initial element, and so presupposes the priority of a unity 
which is considered absolute. 

Plotinian ‘matter’ receives similar description in Enneads II.4 and III.6.36 As the 
receptacle of form, Plotinus holds that it stands in a privative relationship to all 
that is bestowed uniquely through form (II.5,4; III.6,14). Because entity follows 
upon form, this means that matter itself is not a real entity, but as a principle is 
‘something-other-than’ the excellence of being. Intrinsically, therefore – prior to 
and independent of any participation – it can be described by the terms opposite 
to the properties of form: unlimited, great-and-small, false, multiple, unequal 
(II.4,11-16; III.6,16). Plotinus offers throughout his treatises concerning matter 
several such rich descriptions of the characteristics inherent in these ontologically 
impossible ‘others’ which are not, and cannot be, because they are without unity. 
The being of this not-one is only in the context of its being subjugated by form, 
which imports and imposes unity and limit (I.8,3; II.4,13).

Undoubtedly, the dialectical configuration of Plato’s Parmenides lies in the 
background of this Neoplatonic pre-history of the doctrine of transcendental 
unity.37 Consider the final deduction of the dialogue (165e-166c), which can be 
read as a Platonic injunction against any ascription of being to that which is 
without unity. The context of this injunction is Plato’s Parmenides considering 
what must be the case for ‘the others’ on the condition that unity in no way is. On 
the basis of what appears to be an axiomatic decision, Plato denies the possibility 
of any such being-without-one, both for being as well as for thought. For Plato has 
Parmenides say: “The others won’t be one… And surely they won’t be many either, 
since oneness would be present in things that are many. For if none of them is 
one, they are all nothing—so they couldn’t be many… Therefore, if oneness isn’t 
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present in the others, the others are neither many nor one.”38 Plato denies at the 
onset even the intelligibility of being-without-one. Although it is there announced 
as a rejected concept for the first time, being-without-one receives no description 
for itself in the Parmenides. It is no sooner stated as an other-than-one than it is 
denied any possibility of being. 

Other-Than-One, Ultimate Difference, and Pure Multiplicity

We have adequate material now to scaffold Deleuze’s founding ontological thesis, 
such that its significance as the supreme departure from transcendental unity will 
be felt with all of the gravity it rightly deserves. Deleuze states that, “it is being 
which is Difference, in the sense that it is said of difference.”39 Rather than being 
analogously distributed through receptive limitation by the variety of essences, 
being is affirmed immediately and in its full and single sense of that which is the 
precise formal opposite of ens indivisum—difference itself becomes the highest 
object of affirmation.40 Unity is not primitive in being, but rather the converse: 
“difference is behind everything, but behind difference, there is nothing.”41 That 
which is named being in the plenary and total sense is not the simplicity and unicity 
of God as ens infinitum,42 but is instead, in Deleuze’s coinage, “the Disparate”.43 

I would like to stress how directly this ‘pure’ difference contrasts with the meaning 
of scholastic ‘indivision’. Deleuze insists, for one thing, that such a difference 
must be internal—he disavows any interpretation which would make ‘difference-
in-itself ’ merely relative to already-constituted items—an extrinsic, empirical 
difference between thing and thing.44 Internal division, though, perfectly opposes 
the scholastic unum, which is defined as internal indivision. Likewise – and this 
is where the Platonic characterization of being-without-one resurfaces – the 
difference Deleuze intends is ‘pure’ because it at no point reduces to self-identical 
(undivided) units, but on the contrary is “constituted by a difference which itself 
refers to other differences.”45 In this, Deleuze speaks exclusively, in terms nearly-
identical to those which the Neoplatonists deny entirely, of being as a “state of 
infinitely doubled difference, which resonates to infinity.”46 We can see, just from 
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these few statements, how Deleuze’s saying being of pure difference precisely 
departs from the scholastic thesis that all being is per se undivided, and from 
the Platonic thesis that no being is without unity. It is less the case that Deleuze 
mints entirely new concepts of which to say being, and more that he rescues the 
exiles of the classical tradition, condemned and considered impossible there, in 
order to give them an opposite ontological valuation. In this classical tradition, 
with which Deleuze was quite familiar, there was conspicuous effort placed into 
articulating, for the sake of its ontological denial and subordination, that which 
has in all respects a privative or subtractive relationship to unity. Contrary to 
these ontological evaluations, but precisely consistent with their respective 
descriptions, Deleuze says being itself of absolute difference dividing to infinity, 
which division is the very element of separation from unity. Against the classical 
tradition, he makes these subordinated elements ontologically primitive and 
absolute.47 

Deleuze repeats this precise inversion even more dramatically within the context 
of Duns Scotus and his school. That which in the Scotistic disputations had a 
problematic or privative relationship to being, is in Deleuze affirmed fully as the 
whole of being.48 

Scotus famously developed and affirmed a univocal sense of being, predicable 
in such a way that, he says: “All categories, species, and individuals as well as 
all essential parts of the categories and the uncreated being include being 
quidditatively.”49 But, Scotus understood that he must at the same time develop 
a general principle for the differentiation of univocal being. This was a uniquely 
pressing concern, given the unprecedented scope of univocal sameness which he 
had afforded to the predication of being. Scotus could not suppose, with analogy, 
that “being” is a confused concept, inclusive of its differences.50 Raised to the 
level of quidditatively empty generality and precise simplicity, differences must 
be introduced into being externally. Scotus was thus obliged to develop the 
concept of ultimate difference. As univocal being is purely determinable, ultimate 
difference is pure determination, and is the precise formal reason for entitative 
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differentiation.  

Scotus went quite far in his definition of ultimate difference’s character.51 That 
which differs in this difference must be primarily diverse, that is, having no 
sameness, participating in no shared identity. Scotus argued that if even ‘being’ or 
‘thing’ were common to the ‘sides’ of ultimate difference, then this would preclude 
its primary diversity, and so it could not then be the precise formal reason for 
determinate entitative difference. Thus, what Scotus inaugurated in his notion of 
the ‘ultimate differences’ is the concept of pure, “self-different”52, transcendental 
difference— “unreified” absolute diversity which is not even the differing of thing 
from thing.53

But this difference-in-itself entirely exclusive of identity introduced an 
insuperable problem for Scotus and his school. By definition, it seemed, univocal 
being could in no way be predicable of ultimate difference itself. If being was 
predicable, then the supposedly ultimate difference would instead be merely a 
difference between things or beings. But, if being cannot be predicated of ultimate 
difference, then what ontological status can it have? Just as “matter” remained 
an ontologically ambiguous but necessary principle in Neoplatonism, “ultimate 
difference” remained an ontologically ambiguous but necessary principle in 
Scotism. Scotus tried to evade the conclusion that ultimate differences do not 
exist by saying that univocal being is predicable in quale or “denominatively” 
rather than in quid, that is, being is predicable in a secondary and derivative sense 
of ultimate difference. But this committed Scotus to a rebirth of a certain kind of 
cryptic analogy in his notion of being, inasmuch as he inadvertently re-introduced 
priority and posteriority into its sense.54 This likewise implied, interestingly, that 
ultimate difference was thought to be even more different from being than God is 
from creatures (given that in the latter case, an embracing univocal concept was 
still available). Almost every logically possible alternative solution was proposed 
by Scotus’ followers, but, by the time of scholasticism’s end, the problematic 
ontological status of the ultima differentia remained unresolved.55 
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I have argued elsewhere that Deleuze can be productively read as the first Scotist 
to fully affirm both univocal being and ultimate difference, predicating the former 
of the latter without reservation.56 This claim directly relates to how Deleuze’s 
notion of being stands with respect to the problematic of transcendental unity. One 
might conclude that the aporia in which Scotus’s school was caught is grounded 
in the ubiquitous shared commitment to the convertibility of being and unity. 
Univocal being was not predicated of ultimate difference alone and exclusively, 
because where being is predicated, it carries with it as a property a proportionate 
unity or indivision, whereas ultima differentia is pure division without any unitive 
core. That the latter is not even entertained appears clearly in Scotus’s definitional 
argument against being’s predicability of ultimate difference— that “then there 
would be different beings,” which highlights the presupposed exteriority of being 
and difference.57 Scotus does not attempt, nor does he countenance as possible, 
being’s predication of difference-in-itself. The Scotistic school was unable to 
bring their master’s concepts to consistency, just as Scotus himself was unable to, 
because of the commitment to transcendental unity. 

Deleuze’s ‘intervention’ into classical metaphysics (which consists in predicating 
univocal being of difference-in-itself: expressed as much in the other-than-one 
as in the ultimate difference) is manifestly a clear and direct contradiction of 
transcendental unity— both as this is incipiently phrased in Neoplatonism, and 
as it deployed in the commitments of late scholasticism. 

But what is more, Deleuze engages this inversion more radically than even those 
in his milieu who claim this same project as their own. Recall that transcendental 
unity is directly opposed to actual division, and only in virtue of actual division 
is opposed to certain instances of multiplicity— the contrary of transcendental 
unity, therefore, is not precisely stated in terms of “pure multiplicity”. This 
context allows us to decide on a debate between Deleuze and his contemporary 
Alain Badiou, with respect to their broadly shared task of disavowing an ontology 
predicated upon the centrality of unity.58 This task in Deleuze is phrased as the 
critique of identity, or of the ontology of the “(n-1)”, and in Badiou is stated by the 
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axiomatic decision of the non-being of the one.59 But, they phrase their ontologies 
of being-without-one in importantly different ways. In Being and Event, Badiou 
sets out to replace the mathematical dyad of just-one/many-ones with an ontology 
of the pure multiple, which, being by stipulation in no way one, is situated within 
the presentative count-as-one. Badiou’s phraseology of rejection circulates 
around the “pure/inconsistent multiple”, which justifies his identification of 
ontology with pure mathematics.60 But, from what we have seen above in terms of 
scholastic transcendental thought, this strategy for rejecting transcendental unity 
is not precisely to the historical point—Deleuze rightly calls the ontological use 
of the mathematical opposition of just-one to many-ones a “distorted dialectic”.61 
Although pure multiplicity implies the contradiction of unity – for the reasons 
already seen – it does so only as parasitic upon division as that which both precedes 
multiplicity and as that which itself formally contradicts unity. But it is this division 
which Deleuze intends by his concept of pure difference. Univocal being is said 
immediately and precisely of this very division, difference-in-itself. If, then, there 
is to be an axiomatic decision against an ontology of the “one”, or for a “One-less 
ontology”62, this can be pursued only confusedly under the mathematical banner 
of the ‘pure multiple’. It would be the same confusion to mistake Deleuze’s saying 
being of pure difference – where the latter is understood appropriately as the 
precise contrary of indivisum, as nothing but the simple dissolution of ‘the one’ – 
with “an ontological precomprehension of Being as One.”63 

Divergent Connections: Deleuze and Aquinas

To concretize what has been said, we now turn to a direct explication of some of 
the ontological implications of transcendental unity, setting out in the process 
Deleuze’s specific divergence from three deployments of the unum to be found 
in the work of Thomas Aquinas. I designate these three instances of unity by the 
terms limitatio, essentia, and reditio. Limit, as an entitative negation separating one 
entity from another; essence or form, as the positive and unitive core of a being and 
principle of its cohesion; and return or subsisting recollection, as a certain synthetic 
unity by which an entity’s acts are said to perfect its being. These are some of 
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the ontic or entitative structures which correspond to the general ontological or 
transcendental expression of the convertibility of being with unity. In what follows 
I will indicate how Deleuze departs in turn from each of these concretizations of 
unity. 

First, let us consider limit and its connection to unity. The indivision of all 
concrete being inasmuch as it is being tended to have a complementary feature 
enumerated alongside it, that of being divided from all else. Almost all of the 
medievals combined internal-indivision and external-division under the single 
term: unum. Aquinas, for instance, succinctly states that “unity is that which is 
undivided in itself and divided from all others.”64 By being undivided within its 
own identity, an entity is essentially set off from, delimited over against, others.65 
A unified being is not compromised or complicated with others, but retains 
instead a certain absoluteness. A unified being is in retaining its limit by which it 
opposes its other. This was considered, by some medieval thinkers, as identical to 
having form and definition. Therefore, transcendental unity implies that all that 
participates in being takes part in limit and opposition.  

Ontological negation, Deleuze states repeatedly in Difference and Repetition, comes 
in two forms: limitation, by which it is set off from its others, and opposition, 
by which it is incompatible with what is otherwise than it. Deleuze repeatedly 
criticizes the ontological rights of either such form of negation, seeing in them an 
alien intrusion which distorts the pure affirmation of being.66 Deleuze contends 
that ‘this is not that’ is ontologically inadequate, that this external comparison 
fails to express what comprises things in their proper being.67 The situation 
wherein we are constrained to say ‘this is not that’ is often construed, Deleuze 
says, as being the necessary metaphysical consequence of denying Parmenidean 
monism—of affirming plurality in being.68 On the contrary, Deleuze can be read as 
attempting to affirm the multiplicity and diversity of entity, without at the same 
time importing the ontological negative as a real principle, which negative limit 
goes along with the transcendental unum.69 
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Next, consider the role that essence or form plays within the instantiation of 
transcendental unity. Because “all negation is founded in affirmation”70, the 
limitation dividing one from another has its basis in the absolutely posited identities 
of the items divided. This affirmation of entity with reference to its positive and 
intrinsic determination, its essentia, is what Aquinas names the transcendental 
res. Aquinas says in his Commentary on the Sentences: that, absolutely speaking, “res 
is said to be that which has a determinate and firm existence in a nature.”71 This 
matches with ens considered absolutely, but expressed negatively, which we have 
seen is the meaning of the transcendental unum. Ens taken absolutely is therefore 
equally res and unum.72 

This triad is of decidedly Aristotelian origin, with Aristotle saying in the Metaphysics 
that “‘one man’ and ‘man’ are the same thing, and so are ‘existent man’ and 
‘man.’”73 The three are bound together by the mediation of essentia/forma, which 
is – following both Aristotle and Boethius – both the ontological principle through 
which an entity is a being and that through which it is itself undivided. Substantial 
form takes the role of determining an entity’s quiddity and of being that in and 
through which an entity exists inasmuch as it is an intrinsic structuring principle.74 
The form imports unity to the composite, on account of the fact that, considered 
in itself, essence is a unitas per seipsam—it is qualitatively and definitionally 
undivided, and therefore exemplarily one.75 The intrinsic internal indivision of 
that which is follows directly on its being constituted through the essence itself, 
which is what is.76 In short, transcendental unity implies that the principle of an 
entity’s being is itself a unity. 

By contrast, Deleuze furthers the initiative of his avowed predecessors (principally 
Whitehead and Simondon), in the criticism of the ontological primacy of essence/
form within the constitution of concrete entity.77 He approaches this topic as 
a part of his extraordinarily complex theory of individuation.78 Individuation is 
ontologically and explanatorily prior to either extensity and quality, the two forms 
of “generality.”79 What this means is that the unity of form is posterior to numerical 
unity.80 But, Deleuze claims the intension of individuality is ‘intensity,’ which is 
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just the differing of an internal difference.81 So, numerical unity and diversity has 
its ground in the virtual region of pre-individual, individuating differences.82 The 
unity of form (the determinations of quality/extensity) are accounted for through 
the process of individuation, as the necessary cancellation of intensive difference 
outside of itself, as explicatio—covering over the difference constituting the 
individual in a kind of transcendental illusion.83 “The source of the production of 
real objects”84, the actualization and epiphany85 of individuality and its necessary 
connection with formality,86 is not through an immanent formation by a unitas per 
seipsam, but rather is through the differential processes of pre-individual being-
without-one.87 Deleuze can be read, in this, as driving a wedge between ens and 
unum by supplanting the ontological middle term of the res.88  

Finally, consider how the unum is expressed by a certain form of entitative reditio. 
The transcendental triad ens-res-unum is worked out in more detail by Aquinas, 
in a passage from the De Veritate (q. 2, art. 2, ad. 2), where he provides a rare 
definition of the term “subsistence”, the name for being simpliciter.89 Aquinas says 
that,

the return (reditio) to one’s own essence is, in the Book of Causes, called 
nothing other than the very subsistence of a thing in itself; for non-
subsistent forms are poured out over that which is other, and by no means 
are recollected to themselves; but subsistent forms are poured out to other 
things, perfecting and influencing them, so that, however, they yet retain 
themselves in their immanence.90 

It is commonplace to note that inasmuch as a being is, it acts.91 What Aquinas 
adds here is that inasmuch as a being is and acts, it involves an integrative 
gathering of the plurality of acts back toward the identity of a convergent center, 
a core of ontological sameness, which sameness of the ground is recognized both 
in the formal similitude or resemblance of ground and consequent, and also in 
the coherence of the consequents. Ultimately, this ontological return aims at the 
continuance and the perfection of the nature, which is expressed as the natural 
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overflow of first act (ens) into second act (bonum).92 This reditio or ‘subsisting 
recollection’ represents a particularly definite deployment and articulation of 
transcendental unity, inasmuch as it is a claim that the entity is undivided in terms 
of essence/activity. The entity in acting is undivided (unum) from its identity (res) 
to the same degree that it is a being (ens).93 

By contrast, Deleuze denies that in the heart of being as such, there is involved any 
such recollection—in denying the unitas per seipsam of form/essence as intrinsic 
constitutive principle, there remains nothing in the entity towards the perfection 
of which action might return. This is phrased by Deleuze as the general rejection 
of any ontological repetition of the same.94 The same does not return—only the 
different returns.95 What this means is that the ‘return’ of present action/affect into 
its ontological ground is its dissolution within the difference which determines 
it.96 What proceeds from this ground in individuation and actualization is the 
new, washed clean of all identity or real sameness.97 The superficial resemblance 
of the affect/action to the past present is without ontological foundation, their 
succession is without identifiable internal linkage.98 The entity is disarticulated 
into a plurality of affects. The coherence of substance-accident indivision is 
shattered no less than essence’s primitive unity. 

Implications and Conclusions

Deleuze’s conceptual creations are always “fiercely new, [and] completely 
disconcerting.”99 And yet, despite their novelty, Deleuze manages to (in some 
inimitable way) remain in consistent, often profound, conversation with his 
historical predecessors. In this piece, I have traced one such line of connection, 
revolving around the medieval thesis of transcendental unity. The fact of Deleuze’s 
divergence from this thesis, and a few of this departure’s most salient dimensions 
– principally, its strategic resurrection and revaluation of both the Neoplatonic 
other-than-one and the Scotistic ultimate difference – have been made clear. I want 
to gesture, by way of conclusion, toward several connected problematics that are 
opened up from out of the unprecedented and radical fact of the disarticulation 
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of being and unity in Deleuzian ontology. These are, if you will, some of the 
implications for further thought which the idea of transcendental being-without-
one makes possible.  

A first implication follows simply upon the fact that, thanks to Deleuze’s 
monumental efforts, there exists, at last, a notion of being which withdraws in 
some measure from, and can be articulated independently of, unity. Such an 
acknowledgement within metaphysics – that being-without-one can be thought 
and what is more, can even be existentially affirmed – implies that contemporary 
metaphysics is no longer permitted the luxury to languor naively in an unassessed 
assumption of being and unity’s immediate sameness.100 Henceforth, if the 
transcendental unum is to appear at all as a theorem within the text of metaphysics, 
this can only be justifiable inasmuch as it first becomes something won in the 
creative effort of argumentation, rather than remaining a thing merely presumed 
to have been always-already obscurely established and universally supposed. 
Thus, Deleuze’s challenging divergence makes being’s transcendental unity or 
disunity, perhaps for the first time, a genuine problem and question for thought.101 
When faced with the imperative to respond to this abyssal question, though, 
what is immediately evident is that contemporary metaphysics does not yet wield 
concepts adequate to the task of prosecuting transcendental disputation at this 
level of fundamentality.102 The requisite methodology by which the conclusion 
of transcendental unity could even be conceived as susceptible of proof has yet 
to be elaborated as such. What this means is that by articulating being-without-
one as an available ontological alternative, Deleuze simultaneously grants to 
contemporary metaphysics a historically singular task of conceptual creation.103 
That is: to thematically reconceive transcendental derivation, which investigation 
will take a completely unprecedented character inasmuch as it is not permitted to 
take the transcendental unum for granted as basic to the sense of being.

Further, exactly because the unum can no longer function as an incontestable 
arche and global explanans of transcendental derivation, there follows immediately 
a chain of disruptions to the received conceptualizations of the remaining 
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transcendental predicates, and a corresponding disarticulation of their presumed 
systematic intercommunication.104 The transcendental decentering we’ve charted 
here does not stop with unity, but extends as a direct consequence by way of the 
excised unum to all of the traditional ‘properties’ of being. Deleuze’s divergence 
thus transforms these remaining transcendental loci into so many discrete, once-
again-living problematics. They live again by having their apparently settled 
character shaken, and their basic premises precipitously inverted. This re-opens 
the history of late scholastic transcendental disputationes in a way – characteristic 
of Deleuze – which is both creatively polemical and uniquely contentual.105 Each 
of these complex historical discussions, in which the various transcendental 
notions were originally and expertly forged, have become susceptible once more 
to a dramatic engagement—one which is able to take place in the very terms of the 
scholastic participants, while yet proposing a standpoint entirely alien to anything 
which medieval philosophy could have imagined. Armed as contemporary thought 
is with the fertile exteriority of Deleuze’s being-without-one, understood to be 
an explicit divergence from the transcendental unum, we can with validity stage 
and perform a certain grand metaphysical theater, which consists in injecting or 
insinuating a specifically Deleuzian voice into the midst of the high scholastic 
discussions on the transcendentals, as though in one of these classical disputes 
someone were to proclaim: “Sed contra, we hold that being and unity are not 
convertible; for Deleuze has said that being is said primarily and exclusively of 
internal division. But unity is defined as the negation of internal division, and 
therefore it is not inevitable that unity be considered a property convertible with 
being.”

The possibility of such a critical intervention – or interruption – is of no merely 
idle interest. A Deleuzian interjection at these disputations directly complicates 
and forestalls at their point of codification the historically definitive formulations 
of the transcendentals verum and bonum. These transcendental properties of 
being, although not always explicitly affirmed as transcendentalia, were even 
still to have an immeasurable influence upon modern philosophy’s major 
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metaphysical tradition.106 Deleuze’s being-without-one can thus be redeployed 
as an unregistered possibility at certain historically strategic points, to force the 
scholastic disputants – and their contemporary advocates – to begin again their 
deductions of these transcendental predicates, faced with the high standard of 
an unsubdued possibility of a deep ontological disunity. The possibility of such a 
contentual return and critical reassessment of medieval transcendental thought 
as a whole by way of Deleuze’s affirmation of being-without-one thus accords 
fully with the fragmentary attempts made by certain contemporary thinkers 
(Agamben, Badiou, and Nancy) in their efforts to reappropriate aspects of the 
medieval transcendental tradition, and to discover a vantage point by which 
to address this tradition from its conceptual ‘outside’.107 Such a perspective, I 
suggest, is won with particular poignancy and directness in Deleuze’s rigorous 
conceptualization of being-without-one. 

LUCAS B. CARROLL is a Ph.D. candidate at Boston College. He works 
primarily in metaphysics, with particular interests in its methodology and 
in the history of its recent critiques. His publications include essays on 
Gilles Deleuze, John Duns Scotus, and Jacques Lacan.



being without one · 137 

NOTES

1. Jan Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental Thought: From Philip the Chancellor (ca. 
1225) to Francisco Suárez (Leiden: Brill, 2012).
2. See: Augustine, De Ordine, trans. Silvano Borruso (South Bend: St. Augustine’s Press, 1968) II, 
c. 7, n. 24: “the consideration of all philosophers is concerned with the one (unum)”; Alexander 
Baumgarten, Metaphysics: A Critical Translation with Kant’s Elucidations, Selected Notes, and 
Related Materials, trans. Courtney D. Fugate and John Hymers (New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), §73 
“The ONE is that whose determinations are inseparable, and indeed the TRANSCENDENTALLY 
ONE is that whose determinations as such are inseparable per se. Therefore, every being is 
transcendentally one”; §116 “Transcendental unity is absolutely necessary; hence, it has no 
opposite”; G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, trans. Peter C. Hodgson (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1988), 127: “the whole of philosophy is nothing else but a study of 
the definition of unity.”
3. Jan Aertsen. “Ontology or Henology in Medieval Philosophy: Thomas Aquinas, Master Eckhart, 
and Berthold of Moosberg” in On Proclus and His Influence in Medieval Philosophy (Leiden: Brill, 
1992), 120–40.
4. This is primarily due to the influence of Scotus, who challenges the criterion of commonality 
as the defining feature of transcendentality. See: Wolter, Allan B. The Transcendentals and Their 
Function in the Metaphysics of Duns Scotus (St. Bonaventure: Franciscan Institute Publishing, 
1946), 4–13; Aertsen, Transcendental Thought, 382–93.
5. This is, again, thanks to Scotus, who holds that the commonly convertible transcendental 
properties are distinguished from being by a formal distinction, rather than the more common 
conceptual distinction. Aertsen, Transcendental Thought, 418–26; 612–3; Jan Aertsen, “Being and 
One: The Doctrine of the Convertible Transcendentals in Duns Scotus.” Franciscan Studies 56 
(1998): 47–68. 
6. It is almost exclusively through the influence of Aquinas that the traditional four transcendentals 
were increased to six. This innovation did not last, and by the time of Suarez the traditional four 
had been restored (Transcendental Thought, 608–11). The topic of res and aliquid has been a point 
of some concern for Thomists. See: Michael J. Rubin, “The Place of ‘Thing’ and ‘Something’ in 
Aquinas’s Order of the Transcendentals.” The Thomist 81, no.3 (2017):  395–436.
7. With the exception of Eckhart, the medievals understood the subject of inherence to be the 
concrete entity. Eckhart alone understands transcendental convertibility to be a property of 
abstract terms, applicable to God alone (Ibid., 341–45). See: Robert J. Dobie, “Meister Eckhart’s 
‘Ontological Philosophy of Religion’.” The Journal of Religion 82, no.4 (2002): 563–85.; Dobie, 
“‘Unum Est Indistinctum’: Meister Eckhart’s Dialectical Theology,” in Logos and Revelation: Ibn 
’Arabi, Meister Eckhart, and Mystical Hermeneutics (Washington DC: Catholic University of 
America Press, 2010), 123–58.; Kurt Flasch. Meister Eckhart: Philosopher of Christianity, trans. 
Anne Schindel and Aaron Vanides (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), 75-87
8. Wouter Goris. The Scattered Field: History of Metaphysics in the Postmetaphysical Era (Leuven: 
Peeters Publishing, 2004).
9. For the sake of brevity in my exposition, I have primarily focused on Aquinas in my analysis 
of transcendental unity. Where there are clear and relevant disputes or differences between his 
approach and other prominent scholastics, I have tried to note this, and to describe any particular 
peculiarities about the Thomistic position. For the most part, I take Aquinas’s position on the 
unum to be both clear and representative, and so do not fear that I will fall into an overly-narrow 



138 · lucas carroll	

conception of medieval thought, by particularly honing in on this aspect of Aquinas’. I think I 
receive adequate warrant for this belief through the testimony of Aertsen, who says: “About thirty 
years after the beginning of the doctrine in Philip the Chancellor, the medieval theory of the 
transcendentals acquired a classic formulation in Thomas Aquinas. His systematic account of the 
transcendental properties of being in De Veritate q. 1, a. 1, became an authoritative model in the 
history of the doctrine” (Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental Thought, 270). For the centrality 
of the transcendentals within Aquinas’ thought, see: Jan Aertsen, “The Philosophical Importance 
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genera, following the example of Being” (Introduction to Metaphysics: From Parmenides to 
Levinas, trans. Lukas Soderstrom (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 105).
17. Aquinas explains this relationship as that of something’s flowing forth from the essence, by 
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the ‘true’ and the ‘good’, the ratio of the ‘one’ has hardly been the subject of controversies. From 
Philip the Chancellor to Suarez Aristotle’s determination of the ‘one’ as the negation of division 
has generally been adopted; unum signifies ‘undivided being’.” In particular, see: Thomas Aquinas, 
Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle, trans., John Patrick Rowan (Chicago: Henry Regnery 
Company, 1961) IV, L.2, C.548-563, 221–5; Meister Eckhart, Parisian Questions and Prologues, 
trans. Armand A. Maurer, (Toronto: Pontifical Institute for Medieval Studies, 1974), 84; John 
Duns Scotus, Questions on the Metaphysics of Aristotle: Volume 1, trans. Girard J. Etzkorn and 
Allan B. Wolter (St. Bonaventure: Franciscan Institute, 1997) IV, Q.2, 277-315.; John F. Wippel, The 
Metaphysical Thought of Godfrey of Fontaines, 26: “According to Godfrey, a thing is one or enjoys 
unity insofar as it is not divided from itself and is divided or distinguished from everything else”; 
William Ockham, Ockham’s theory of Terms: Part 1 of the Summa Logicae, c. 39, 124: “One is a 
passion of being since it is predicated of being in the second mode of perseity; for although ‘being’ 
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signifies what ‘one’ signifies, it does not signify this in the same way. Whatever ‘being’ signifies, 
it signifies positively and affirmatively rather than negatively. ‘One’, on the other hand, signifies 
all of the things signified by being in both an affirmative and a negative way.” Although it remains 
a disputed question between Thomists and Scotists whether ‘one’ is ultimately a negation, only 
logically distinct from being (Aquinas) or a positive reality, formally distinct from being (Scotus, 
following up on certain suggestions found in Avicenna) both camps agree that the intension of 
unum is indivisum. 
20. A note on the intension of ‘unity’ in Aristotle. Aristotle discusses unity in general in two 
key places. First, in the ‘philosophical lexicon’ book Δ (Met. Δ.6, 1015b-1017a8), second, in the 
opening parts of the late book I (Met. I.1-3, 1052a15-1055a3). In both passages Aristotle stresses 
the equivocity of unity. In practice, this implies – indicating perhaps a decision on aporia 11, the 
problematic which is “hardest of all”, on whether “the one itself” is the essence of things (Met. 
B.4, 1001a1-25) – requiring that unity itself-in-itself never appears. Rather, what shows up is unity-
in-its-own-way— deployed diversely in different contexts of being: “the one, then, in every class 
is a definite thing, and in no case is just this, unity” (Met. I.2, 1054a10). Such a pros hen equivocity 
is fitting given the close connection between being and unity which we see Aristotle assert in Γ.2. 
So, like the discussion of the several senses of being in the succeeding chapter of the ‘lexicon’ 
(Met. Δ.7, 1017a8-1017b9; E.2, 1026a33-37), Aristotle in both books I and Δ enumerates a largely 
similar list of the several ways in which things are said to be ‘one’. Something is called ‘one’ if 
it is either (a.) continuous (without division into discrete parts in place or time), (b.) formally 
whole (not definitionally divided), (c.) individual (numerically undivided), or (d.) universal 
(indivisible in intelligibility). Although ‘unity’, like being, is really equivocal (both with respect to 
its four primary senses just outlined and in terms of its deployment in the categories of being), 
there is certainly a logically univocal core to its notion. In each of the senses above described, 
the same notion of ‘indivision’ was operative. Aristotle identifies this, saying that “to be one 
means to be indivisible” (Met. I.1, 1052b16). But, this logical univocity in no way precludes a real 
equivocity—a really prior, because simpler expression of this indivisibility. Thus, Aristotle states 
that “unity in the strictest sense, if we define it according to the meaning of the word, is measure, 
and most properly of quantity, and secondly of quality” (Met. I.1, 1053b4-5). The meanings of 
this indivisibility are extended further, so as to ‘correspond to the categories one to one’ (Met. 
I.1, 1054a14). The principal instance of unity in the truest sense is the quantitative, as we saw 
from the passages in Met. I.1. How should we articulate this in terms of the fourfold division 
from Δ.7? Plainly the two available candidates are (a.) and (c.), the former being an instance of 
continuous quantity and the latter an instance of discrete quantity. From Aristotle’s definition 
of continuous quantity (Cat. 6, 5a1-15) though, we can see that it directly contradicts the logical 
definition of unity stated above, as ‘indivisibility’. Because the continuous is defined precisely by 
its thoroughgoing susceptibility to division – by its being in many respects less than fully undivided 
– it would certainly be strange if the unity which Aristotle believes to be most adequately and 
fully called unity was exactly infinitely perforated by potentially common boundaries allowing 
infinite divisibility, and so possessed only in a relative way of the characteristic which Aristotle 
in the same passage describes as the principal feature of unity. Thus, we should decide against 
continuous quantity (a.) as the principal kind of unity. Consistent with the division above, this 
implies that taken in itself, the principal kind of unity is the discrete quantity of the individual 
‘this’ (c.). As we will see, individual unity will have its principle in the formal unity (b.) of the 
species, constitutively inherent in the individual ‘this’. For Aristotle’s understanding of unity, and 
the relationship of being and unity, see Adam Crager, “Three Ones and Aristotle’s Metaphysics.” 
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21. Thomas Aquinas, I Sent., d. 8, q., 1 a. 3. Scriptum super libros Sententiarum Magistri Petri 
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ens indivisum” (my translation: “one adds no reality to being, but only the negation of division, 
for one signifies nothing other than undivided being.”). 
23. For a helpful treatment of sources and nature of the distinction between these two ‘ones,’ see 
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a theory of ‘transcendentals’. He picks out four properties which all things have: being, goodness, 
unity and truth.” Etienne Gilson’s reading of early 13th century theology in his History of Christian 
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things. For an army does not exist unless it is a unity, nor a choir, or a heard, if it is not a unity. 
Nor a house or a ship, if it does not have unity, since a house or a ship is a unity, and if it loses 
its unity, then it is no longer a house or a ship.” Proclus, in the Elements of Theology similarly 
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Divine Names,” in The Complete Works, trans. Colm Luibheid and Paul Rorem (Paulist Press. 
1987), 821A, 99–100.
32. Proclus, Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides, trans. Glenn R. Marrow and John M. Dillon 



144 · lucas carroll	

(Princeton: Princeton University Press 1987), 74: “it is necessary” he says, “that the first principles 
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naked existence… unmixed” and that precisely for this reason, self-sufficiency “is proper to God 
alone. In everything that is beneath God, the essence is not self-sufficient to and in all things.” 
Such primordial self-sufficiency which is existential identity is the source of the necessity by 
which God exists. “Existence itself needs nothing because it lacks nothing…. Just as he exists for 
himself and for all things, so too is he sufficient for himself and for them all; he is his own and 
everything’s sufficiency.” Similarly in his 28th Metaphysical Disputation, Francisco Suarez argues 
that the following descriptions of the Divine Being are really equivalent and only logically distinct: 
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“infinite being”, “that which has being by itself”, “that which is simply necessary”, “being (which) 
is by essence”, “uncreated being”, and “being which is entirely actual/pure act”. And in the 31st 
he carries this thought on even more explicitly: “it (infinite being) is and subsists of itself with 
every perfection of essendi; and, in this sense, it is rightly said to be proper to God that He be 
subsistent being itself.” To be unlimited actuality or existence by essence itself is to be a singular 
uncreated, self-sufficient, and unqualifiedly necessary being. This is confirmed by Mulla Sadrā, 
when in his Metaphysical Penetrations he defines God, the Necessary Being by saying that: “its 
essence is existent by itself without having need of any instaurer that would bestow existence 
upon it, nor a receptacle that would receive it.” This essence is wujūd (existence) itself, and not 
merely by containing existentiality as an analytical part, but instead through being itself nothing 
but “the sheer reality of wujūd, with which nothing other than wujūd is mixed, neither limit nor 
end afflicts this reality”. This is again an identification of God with the very subsistence of wujūd 
in its untrammeled purity and intensity. Finally, Leibniz also defines the Necessary Being, or, God, 
in terms of identity with its own existence. “Existence does not differ from essence in God, or, 
what is the same thing, it is essential for God to exist. Whence God is a necessary being.” And 
in The Monadology he elaborates “God alone (or the necessary being) has this privilege, that 
he must exist if he is possible” and this because the necessary being is that being which “has 
the reason of its existence in itself.” We can see from each of these examples that the identity 
of God is discerned as simply being identical to the being itself, which conclusion relies as an 
unarticulated assumption that unity is a transcendental property of being itself. Avicenna, The 
Metaphysics of The Healing, trans. Michael E. Marmura. (Provo: Brigham Young University, 2005), 
278, 282.; Meister Eckhart, “Commentary on Exodus” in Meister Eckhart: Teacher and Preacher, 
trans. Bernard McGinn (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1986), 45–8; Francisco Suarez, The Metaphysical 
Demonstration of the Existence of God: Metaphysical Disputations 28-29, trans. John P. Doyle 
(St. Augustine’s Press, 2004), 2-15.; Suarez, On the Essence of Finite Being as Such and On the 
Existence of that Essence and Their Distinction, trans. Norman J. Wells (Milwaukee: Marquette 
University Press, 1983), 221; Sadrā, Mulla. The Book of Metaphysical Penetrations. Translated 
by Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Ibrahim Kalin. Brigham Young University Press, 2014. pp. 22, 73.; 
Leibniz, G.W. Philosophical Essays, trans. Roger Ariew and Daniel Garber (Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1989), 28, 218.
101. There have been some who have taken up this challenge which Deleuze leaves to contemporary 
metaphysics, who have overtly advocated difference as a first ‘ontic principle’ (which, given 
what we have said above, we can simply express as the claim that difference is being’s primary 
transcendental property). See: Levi R. Bryant, “The Ontic Principle: Outline of an Object-Oriented 
Ontology,” in The Speculative Turn: Continental Materialism and Realism. Edited by Levi Bryant, 
Nick Srnicek, and Graham Harman (Melbourne: re.press, 2011), 261–78.
102. Some attempt has been made to consider the possibility of transcendental disagreements. 
See: Giorgio Lando and Guiseppe Spolaore, “Transcendental Disagreement.” The Monist 97, no. 4 
(2014) 592–620. But, this line of research has not moved far beyond merely sketching a logical and 
semantic schema by which debates concerning ‘transcendentals’ (this term though, in the essay 
cited, remaining an extremely weak version of what historically has been called ‘transcendental,’ 
which we have traced here) can simply be represented. But this falls quite short of what we are 
suggesting is needed: that is, the elaboration of contentual criteria by which robustly transcendental 
disputation can be engaged in and decided upon. 
103. Which ‘conceptual creation’ is said by Deleuze to be the singular and proper task of 
philosophical practice. See: Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. What is Philosophy? trans. Hugh 
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Tomlinson and Graham Burchell (Columbia University Press, 1994). 
104. In the confrontation with Aquinas we’ve already sketched, several transcendental properties 
have already been problematized in the context of Deleuze’s diverging from the unum—the 
aliquid in the context of unity’s relation to limitation/divisio, the res, in the context of unity’s 
relation to the unitas per se ipsam intrinsic to essentia, and the bonum, in the context of unity’s 
relation to secondary actuality, or the reditio that is constituent of being’s goodness as constituted 
by the factors of mode, species, and order (see: Aquinas, Thomas. Summa Theologiae. Ia. q. 5, art. 
5, respondeo). – I suspect that the singular point around which Deleuze’s divergence will be most 
acutely perceived, and which will be the most likely ground upon which this entire transcendental 
disagreement will be arranged, will be on the field of the disputed status of transcendental truth 
(verum). This is because the verum logically requires the unum. Aquinas argues this in De Veritate 
(q. 21, art. 3, resp.), saying that “verum autem praesupponit unum, cum veri ratio ex apprehensione 
intellectus perficiatur; unumquodque autem intelligibile est in quantum est unum; qui enim non 
intelligit unum, nihil intelligit” (my translation: “for truth presupposes unity, since the sense of 
truth is perfected by the apprehension of the intellect; but, whatsoever is intelligible is so inasmuch 
as it is one, because whoever fails to comprehend unity, comprehends nothing at all.”). The 
accompanying claim to transcendental truth (verum), or, the position that concrete being is per 
se intelligible and open to inspection by finite spirit, thus has its foundation in the convertibility 
of being and unity. On the basis of what we have shown here, then, we can directly cast Deleuze a 
critic of yet another transcendental property: the verum. Whereas the classical tradition (we might 
suggest) proceeds by denying being-without-one in denying entitative unintelligibility, Deleuze 
(we might suggest) proceeds by affirming being-without-one and the non-adequation of being and 
thinking (see Difference and Repetition, 139). Although we cannot here enter into this in any detail 
– or show how it intersects with Deleuze’s critique of the postulate of knowledge as terminus of 
the classical image of thought (Difference and Repetition, 167) – it is enough, for the time being, 
to simply indicate the path from the displacement of the transcendental unum to the disruption 
of the transcendental verum. – For contemporary supporting claims as to the intrinsic connection 
of unum and verum according to classical metaphysics – and for general recent treatments on 
transcendental systematics – see: Bernard Lonergan, Insight: The Collected Works of Bernard 
Lonergan Volume 3, ed. Frederick E. Crowe and Robert M. Doran (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1992), 543: “We have been exploring the traditional metaphysical theme of being and unity. 
The middle term of our comparison has been intelligibility, for intelligibility is intrinsic to being, 
and at the same time it is the essence of unity.”; William Desmond, Being and the Between (New 
York: SUNY Press, 1995), 492; Lorenz Puntel, Structure and Being: A Theoretical Framework 
for Systematic Philosophy, trans. Puntel and Alan White (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2008), 440.
105. Polemics against medieval transcendental thought usually abstract from the debates 
themselves, and attempt – instead of such an intensive metaphysical engagement – to castigate 
at an epistemological level the apparent error or confusion at the root of the formation of 
transcendental predicates. Such examples can be found in both Kant and Spinoza’s arguments 
against the classical transcendental properties. What is unique about Deleuze’s transcendental 
engagement is that he actually enters the ontological fray itself with a viable alternative. It is in 
this respect that his approach is both polemical to the classical tradition as well as being richly 
contentual. For classic ‘epistemological’ critiques, see: Baruch Spinoza, Ethics Part II, Proposition 
40, Scholium 1 (266–67), in Spinoza: The Complete Works, trans. Samuel Shirley (Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 2002); Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman 
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Kemp Smith (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1965) B113–6, 118–9.
106. On the influence of medieval philosophy’s commitment to transcendental verum as the 
metaphysical background of, for instance, Descartes’ Meditations, see: Martin Heidegger, 
Introduction to Phenomenological Research, trans. Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2005), 120–47. On the continuing influence of the transcendental bonum in the 
form of the multiply-ramified project of theodicy which substantially informed the entire history 
of modern philosophy, see Susan Neiman, Evil in Modern Thought: An Alternative History of 
Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015). 
107. King-Ho Leung, “The one, the true, the good… or not: Badiou, Agamben, and atheistic 
transcendentality.” Continental Philosophy Review 54 (2021): 75–94; Jean-Luc Nancy, The Birth 
to Presence, trans. Brian Holmes et al. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), 36–7. 
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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 



160 · daniela voss	

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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NOTES

1. Muriel Combes, Gilbert Simondon and the Philosophy of the Transindividual. Trans. Thomas 
LaMarre. Cambridge MA: The MIT Press, 2013. Pascal Chabot, The Philosophy of Simondon: 
Between Technology and Individuation. Trans. Aliza Krefetz with Graeme Kirkpatrick. London: 
Bloomsbury, 2013. Jean-Hugues Barthélémy, Life and Technology: An Inquiry Into and Beyond 
Simondon. Trans. Barnaby Norman. Lüneburg: Meson Press, 2015. Anne Sauvagnargues, 
Artmachines: Deleuze, Guattari, Simondon. Trans. Suzanne Verderber with Eugene W. Holland. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016.
2. This and all parenthetical references are taken from Gilbert Simondon, Imagination and 
Invention. Trans. Joe Hughes and Christophe Wall-Romana. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2022.
3. See also Jean-Yves Chateau’s comment in the preface to Imagination and Invention, “Preface: 
A Theory of the Image in Light of the Notion of Invention, a Theory of Invention in Light of the 
Notion of the Image”, xi.
4. Jean-Paul Sartre, The Imaginary: A Phenomenological Psychology of the Imagination. Trans. 
Jonathan Webber. London, New York: Routledge, 2004, 197, note 13.
5. Sartre, The Imaginary, 136.
6. Ibid., 10.
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid., 6.
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.
14. Simondon’s penchant for the analogical method also becomes apparent when he approvingly 
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).
15. Sartre, for his part, rejected the theme of dynamic genesis or becoming vehemently. With a 
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).
24. Darwin was probably one of the first to draw the trajectories of circumnutations (the oscillating 
growth patterns) of bean sprouts. Sergio Mugnai, Elisa Azzarello, Elisa Masi, Camilla Pandolfi and 
Stefano Mancuso, “Nutation in Plants.” Rhythms in Plants: Phenomenology, Mechanisms, and 
Adaptive Significance. Eds Mancuso and S. Shabala. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer, 2007, 77-90.
25. For a first approach to this question, see my article “Invention and Images” in The Edinburgh 
Companion to Gilbert Simondon, edited by Andrea Bardin, Marco Ferrari, and Gregorio Tenti 
(2024, forthcoming).
26. For a detailed account of Simondon’s notion of concretisation of technical objects see On the 
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, 
channels, or distinct branches of any kind, by a connecting cross branch” (Oxford English 
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 
fig grows around a host tree, forming a tight mesh with its tendrils that fuse together, finally killing 
its host. The analogy would be with a technical system whose indispensable source of energy is 
fossil fuels, exploiting natural resources in an entropic, irreversible process whose unintended 
side-effects can hardly be described as ‘supernumerary functions.’
29. Simondon, On the Mode of Existence, 133-4.
30. Ibid., 141.
31. Simondon, Individuation, vol. 2, 432. See also Imagination and Invention, 164.
32. See also Simondon, On the Mode of Existence, 33-6.
33. Ibid., 167.
34. I’m grateful to Max Lowdin for discussions and helpful comments on my essay.
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