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how serres thinks

christopher watkin

What does it mean to explore not what, but how someone thinks? In a famous 1951
essay, Isaiah Berlin takes his cue from an enigmatic line by the ancient Greek poet
Archilochus: “a fox knows many things, but a hedgehog knows one big thing”, a
line which, he explains, may well indicate one of the deepest differences between
not only styles of thinking but human beings in general.' Hedgehogs, for Berlin,
analyse all of life through “a single, universal, organising principle in terms of
which alone all that they are and say has significance”. Foxes, on the other hand,
“pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory, connected, if at all,

only in some de facto way, for some psychological or physiological cause, related to



no moral or aesthetic principle”.> Hedgehogs are centripetal, foxes are centrifugal.

A very similar analogy surfaces again over thirty years later, in a conversation
filmed in 1989 between Michel Serres and René Girard at Stanford University and
broadcast as part of Bernard Pivot’s long-running Apostrophes TV series. Just before
the hour-long episode draws to a close, the conversation turns to the question
of philosophical styles. “I am originally a scientist with a secondary training in
literature”, Serres begins, “and I have sometimes been irritated by the division of
universities into faculties”.? Girard’s response is immediate: “Life is short when it
comes to ideas, that’s what strikes me. I think it takes twenty-five years to develop
one idea”.* It is at this point that Serres gives Archilochus’s image a suitably rural
French twist: “There are boars and there are foxes. You are a boar and I am a fox.
Boars dig in one place until they find what they are looking for, and foxes dart here
and there, exploring.”s Boars analyse, and foxes federate, tracing paths between

disparate points. Serres is quite clear in his own mind: he is a federator.

This brief exchange is an ideal place to begin a reflection on how Serres thinks,
for two reasons. First, in this brief exchange he offers a brief and fascinating
description of his own style of thought. But secondly, and equally importantly, an
animal analogy cuts much more with the grain of Serres’s own thinking than would
a detached and forensic description. No doubt a string of abstract Latinate and
Greek nouns could be trotted out in an august attempt to capture Serres’s style
of thinking: anti-phenomenological, ecological, resistant to the linguistic turn,
and so on. But like describing a human body in terms of the relative mass of its
constituent elements, such an approach would be of limited help in understanding
that style of thinking in its own terms, and it is notable that Serres hardly ever

uses these sorts of labels to talk about his own thinking.

The closest he comes is in the course of a conversation with Bruno Latour. When
pressed to describe his style of thinking as a whole, he reaches for the language
of relations, explaining that “No single word, neither substantive nor verb, no

domain or specialty alone characterises, at least for the moment, the nature of
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my work.” Nevertheless, and not without a little irony, he proceeds to describe
the nature of his work in one substantive: “I only describe relationships. For the
moment, let’s be content with saying it’s ‘a general theory of relations.® More
commonly, though, and when he is not responding to a specific question, Serres
seems much happier to describe his way of thinking with an analogy from the
natural world, to characterise himself as a fox, as he does in the Stanford exchange,
or to say “I write like light, crystal or a stream”.” This is no superficial literary
affectation, as some have reductively and hastily accused him of indulging. It
already reveals something very important—perhaps the most important thing—
about how Serres thinks.

When Serres uses images of people or animals to describe styles of thinking and
being in the world, as he often does, he calls them “conceptual characters”.?
These conceptual characters avoid the siloed disciplinary vocabularies that create
divisions between theoretical approaches, and the treacherous abstractions that
sunder intellectual discourse from the world it describes. A conceptual character
embodies and presents, in a particularly concentrated form, a whole world: a
mode of engaging with the world, a suite of sensibilities and predispositions to
notice particular things in the world, to value them in particular ways, and to act

in relation to them in particular ways.?

Though they are somewhat unusual in contemporary philosophical discourse,
Serres’s conceptual characters are far from without precedent, and he situates
them in “a grand tradition running from Montaigne to Pascal”.’® As precursors
to his own characters, Serres mentions Plato’s Socrates, Montaigne himself as a
figure of humanity, Descartes’s evil genius, La Fontaine’s animals, Leibniz’s Polish
twins and Martin Guerre, Voltaire’s Candide, Zadig and Micromégas, Nietzsche’s
Zarathustra, Sartre’s Roquentin, Camus’ Sisyphus, and Deleuze and Guattari,
with their conceptual personae (a further word about which I will offer in the
following paragraph). We might also think of the way in which Georges Dumézil
evokes the Capitoline Triad of Jupiter, Mars and Quirinus as representative of

the great institutions of religion, war and the economy. So when eyebrows are
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raised at Serres’s conceptual characters, it is not because he is innovating; indeed,
the history of philosophical characters is extensive and canonical. It is because
casting concepts as characters is further grist to the mill of those who would
dismiss Serres as a “poetic” and “literary” writer, one who does not conform to
one disciplinarily rigid or historically and geographically limited paradigm of
philosophy.

It is clear that Serres admires and draws from Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptual
personae, stating that “besides creating concepts, philosophy creates characters.
It was Deleuze again who recently said it best, in a way that I can’t”." It would,
however, be unwise to characterise Serres’s own conceptual characters in terms
of reconstructed Deleuzian and Guattarian conceptual personae. As he explains
in an interview with Marianne Durand-Lacaze, his character-concepts are more

of an end in themselves:

Deleuze said: “what is a philosopher? The one who creates concepts”. I
think that the conceptual character is even more important. Because he
carries in himself the sense and the whole of the depth of the concept,

along with a sort of almost independent life.”

Whereas for Deleuze and Guattari the conceptual persona serves the creation of
concepts, for Serres the concept is a distillation and reduction from the character
who gives it life.

Before discussing the particular figures that characterise Serres’s thought, it may
be worth dealing with a more fundamental possible objection to the approach
I am taking in this article. The objection is this: isn’t all this reflection on how
someone thinks just by the by? Isn’t analysing how someone thinks like discussing
the route that gets them from A to B, as if it is not the mode of transport that is
important to a successful journey, not the destination? This is emphatically not
the case. As I will argue in the conclusion to this article, the way we think makes

all the difference in the world, and all the difference to the world. As Foucault
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has shown us in the notion of regimes of truth, the ways in which our thinking
produces truth and meaning shapes the possibilities of our existence:® what is
viable for us in the world, what is visible to us, and what is valuable for us. The way
in which Serres thinks is not an aesthetic or rhetorical supplement to his thought,
it is the very substance of his philosophy, and one of his greatest contributions to

contemporary attempts to address the great challenges that face us.

In trying to answer the question of how Serres thinks in a way that does not betray
that thinking, I propose three images, each taken from Serres’s writing and each
embodying something important about his intellectual style. Serres’s thinking
is like a web, like a tree and like a cave. These three images are not separate
components of the ways that Serres thinks, but three aspects, three overall
perspectives, on the same style of thought, helping us to see in what sense Serres

thinks beyond boundaries.

THINKING LIKE A WEB: FEDERATION

In his earlier work, Serres describes his style of thinking as being like a web as
opposed to a path. The image of the path is borrowed from Descartes’s Discourse
on Method, and Serres cannot resist showing a little bemusement about how

Descartes uses the image to describe his own style of thinking.

In the second moral maxim of Part Three of the Discourse, Descartes describes
his manner of thinking through the image of finding one’s way in a forest. In his
stubborn determination to adhere to his method come what may, he fancies himself
a traveler who, upon becoming lost among the trees, resolves not to wander this
way and that in the vain hope of finding an exit, but to walk “as straight as he can
in one direction, never changing it for slight reasons even if mere chance made
him choose it in the first place”.* This way, whether or not he ends up exactly

where he intended, he will at least have reached the edge of the forest.

Faced with this Cartesian maxim, Serres can hardly contain his derision. One

thing is clear, he comments: Descartes has never found himself lost in a forest, for
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if he had he would know what a hopeless strategy he proposes.

Has he ever attempted it? In order to define the said line, two points are
necessary: this tree, for example, and another one further away. Run to it.
Starting from its trunk, begin again and go towards a third. But no reference
point guarantees that, between the first and the second straight line, an
infinitesimal angle will not appear. Repeat this as many times as necessary,
with the result that you run the mighty risk of going round in circles and
becoming ever more lost. The second method is as little serviceable as the

first: it is not only useless but it leads inexorably to wandering.'s

Such a method may work well enough in an aseptic, flat space of Cartesian
extension, but it is hopeless in the world in which—most inconveniently for
Descartes—we happen to live. No-one sails that way, Serres points out,” and
no-one succeeds in flying to the moon that way;” both require thousands of
corrections and accommodations en route, responding to changes in current and

atmosphere, and constantly rectifying miscalculations.

In contrast to Descartes’s straight path, the Serres of Le Systéme de Leibniz et ses
modeles mathématiques favours the image of the web or network (“réseau”). Logic,
Serres argues, does not extend like a straight line but “develops by a composition
of terms arranged in different directions, a composition that grows like a tissue,
invading domain after domain like expanding rings in water”," each new crossing
or composition finding new models and carefully, painstakingly, falteringly

relating them to other models.

For Descartes, to think is to analyse, to divide, but for Leibniz and Serres after
him, to think is to federate, to trace relations. This distinction profoundly shapes
Serres’s understanding of philosophy: “analysis might be valuable, with its clarity,
rigour, precision and so on, but philosophy really has the opposite function, a
federating and synthesizing function. I think that the foundation of philosophy

is the encyclopaedic, and its goal is synthesis.”* In direct contrast to Cartesian
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analysis, Serres wishes “for the advent of a desmology, a discourse of ties,
ligaments, ligatures”,* a thought under the banner not of cuts and divisions but
of knots and folds. As he succinctly puts it in Le Gaucher boiteux, “Federating,

thinking: same difference!”*

Both Descartes’s and Serres’s approaches could be characterised as a mode of
thought that foregrounds relations, but the relations that characterise their
styles of thinking are very different from each other. Descartes’s straight line
creates filtered, restricted, precise relations that connect already existing entities.
Serres’s relations, by contrast, are original: “Relation precedes being” he writes in
Hominescence, “there you have my philosophy in a word”.” This style of thinking
is, of course, not without precedent. The early Serres bases his combinatorial,
web-like approach on Leibniz. But later he departs from the Leibnizian image
of the web to prefer (in Genesis for example) images of unstable disorder like

cyclones, storms and clouds.*

THINKING LIKE A TREE: ECOLOGY

The second image that helps us come to terms with Serres’s thought is a tree.
It is an image which few philosophers can embrace, Serres notes, because they
think from a position of seclusion behind a closed window. Serres can barely
suppress a weary chuckle when he discusses the linguistic philosopher who,
having built himself a house of concepts and logic, sits in his comfortable Fifth
Arrondissement apartment and gazes through his closed window at the apple tree
outside, taking it upon himself to compose a verbose dissertation on its blossoms
which he cannot smell, touch or distinctly see. He is protected from the wind,
rain, sun, cold, fog, scent and light that make the tree what it is, and conveniently
forgets the frame, the curtains, and the opaque glass and window that insulate
him from ever coming into contact with the object of his linguistic flights of fancy:

“The house-skull quietly contemplates the tree through the porthole-eye” .

Just as the implausibly straight path is an emblem of Descartes’s philosophy, the
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closed window is a damning cypher of philosophy’s intellectual and linguistic
isolation from the “outside” world. The guilty party here is the Merleau-Ponty
of Phenomenology of Perception, a book that made the young Serres laugh out loud
at its incipit, “At the outset of the study of perception, we find in language the
notion of sensation”.”® Before the reader has even finished the first sentence
of this five-hundred-page tome, Serres laments, perception has already been
reduced to language. Serres dismisses this phenomenology in no uncertain terms:
“What you can decipher in this book is a nice ethnology of city dwellers, who are
hypertechnicalised, intellectualised, chained to their library chairs, and tragically
stripped of any tangible experience. Lots of phenomenology and no sensation—

everything via language”.””

For his own part Serres does not simply open the window, he wants to let the tree
teachhim howto think and uselanguage. The premise here is that thinkingisnot the
exclusive preserve of human beings. For Serres, everything thinks: stones, rivers,
cities, crystals, planets, supermarkets, towns, animals, even human beings, because
everything receives, stores, processes and emits information. This is nothing other
than basic thermodynamics and information theory. Thermodynamics allows us
to theorise how entities receive, store, process/exchange and emit energy, and
information theory allows us to theorise how those same entities receive, store,
process/exchange and emit information,”® where information is energy at orders

of magnitude smaller than thermodynamics.

For Serres, this completely changes how we think. No longer do we think about
the apple tree outside the window, we now think like the apple tree.”® In other
words, the relationship between my thinking and the apple tree is no longer one
of mimesis, imitating the tree, but methexis, participating in what it is already
doing. So it is completely appropriate for Serres in Récits d’humanisme to say that,
as a writer, his little stories are part of the universe’s big story, not an imitation of
it from the outside but a participation in it from the inside: “The speaking subject
mingles its sound with those of resonant objects. I write like light, crystal or a

stream; I tell my story like the world”.>°
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What does this mean? Serres tells us: The background noise of my body hears the
background noise of the world.* The world opens itself to me and I to the world.
I do not simply think about rivers; I think like a river,* following the energy-
transferring rhythms of the river, or I think like the sea, like the earth and like a
mountain.* Writing is not something estranged from the processes of the natural
world. It participates in those processes: “Work flows from me like honey, like the
spider’s web [...] I am a bee or a spider, a tree. I no longer can tell the difference

between work and secretion”.3
THINKING LIKE A CRYSTAL: PREPOSITIONS

Thirdly and finally, Serres’s relational thinking articulates itself not in nouns but
in prepositions. We can see what is at stake in this difference by considering a
contrast he draws between two caves, Plato’s famous cave from Republic book
VII, and a lesser-known cave in Jules Verne’s novel The Vanished Diamond. For
Serres, Plato’s cave is emblematic of a way of thinking that privileges substances.
What does the escapee from Plato’s cave find when he loses his chains and climbs
to the surface? For Serres, he finds a noun. Plato’s sun is substantial: it is the
substance, the eidos, the transcendental signifier that sheds its rays of meaning
abroad to the whole world. Like Descartes’s path through the forest, this sun is
a rather fanciful image for Serres, for it seems to cast no shadow and illuminates
everything perfectly. Any earthly atmosphere would distort and discolour such
a perfect radiance, Serres notes, and so the only place where Plato’s cave can

function as he presents it is on the moon.

This solar pathology is indicative of a wider trend in Western thinking for
Serres: “Traditional philosophy speaks in substantives or verbs, not in terms
of relationships. Thus, it always begins with a divine sun that sheds light on
everything”.3* Once more, Serres makes this suturing of philosophy to the noun
sound faintly ridiculous—*“to be and to have, consciousness, nothingness, thought,
will... nouns that are not declined, infinitives that are not conjugated”¥—and that

relegates all other language to a secondary status. These nouns are the “statues”
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and “fetishes” of philosophy,*® touting a telegraphic language—“Me arrive
tomorrow”, “Me be ego”, “Being and nothingness” *¥—that he likens to playing

the piano while wearing boxing gloves.

In opposition to this Platonic cave with its substance-sun, Serres opposes his
own cavern, borrowed from the nineteenth chapter Jules Verne’s The Vanished
Diamond, which describes an underground, bejewelled grotto into which the
novel’s heroes descend with lanterns, the light of which is reflected and refracted
by its crystalline walls as in thousands of prisms.+ In Serres’s view, Verne’s cave is
a systematic undoing and rewriting of Plato’s allegory. The lights in Verne’s cave
are not one single imposing, self-generating, self-sustaining presence like Plato’s
sun, but myriad relays and reflections. And these lights glitter next to each other,
between, over, through, and within each other. In other words, if Plato’s sun is a

noun, then the glittering lights in Verne’s grotto are prepositional.

Serres finds prepositions attractive because they change things and describe
topological transformations. Every preposition lends itself to federating without
excluding or denying; prepositions describe “the possibility of arelation, abending,
a declension”.# Prepositions “describe [...] the set of possible procedures” and

trace the fundamental web of all relations:

“Toward” goes to the end on the route, “for” accompanies, in the
neighbourhood, “by” goes around obstacles... The web that they deploy
and that they knot between themselves sketches the linguistic or a priori

form of all our webs.#

Semantic meaning is declarative, but prepositional meaning is directional, spatial
and temporal; it produces meaning not as a series of immoveable land masses
but as the shifting relations and flows of an ocean. Serres’s turn to prepositions is
not just a matter of style; it facilitates a radically different imperative that “thinks
without reference: by relations, speaks by flexions or declensions”.# When it is

animated by prepositions “[t]hinking does not settle down [se pose], it indicates
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[se prépose]”.#
A GLOBAL INTUITION

In the course of a conversation with Bruno Latour, Serres explains that “my goal
is not above all to be right but, rather, to produce a global intuition, profound
and sensible”.# The term “global intuition” captures the cumulative, symbiotic,
federative but not synthetic effect of Serres’s various figures of thought, not
as a concept or ideology, but as a way of being in the world with its distinctive
sensibilities and sensitivities. A global intuition does not represent the world but

participates in it.

Serres has a global intuition that is federative, ecological and prepositional. Or,
in a language more amenable to the thought it describes, Serres thinks like a web,
like a tree and like a crystal. His thinking is relational in the sense not of relations
between pre-existing substances but like the symbiotic relations between
parasites—say between ourselves and our gut bacteria—that create and sustain
the very entities they straddle.

This is perhaps as much as can be said about Serres’s thinking in the mode of a
journal article. To claim any more would be to render him a disservice because,
in his books, he is not doing what I have been doing. He is not describing how he
thinks; he is thinking. He is not describing a science of relations, but practicing
such a science every time he weaves an anecdote with a theorem, or bounces from

Sadi Carnot to Lucretius, or from Zola to Thales.

If we want Michel Serres to teach us how to think, we will not adequately learn
it from a book, even one of his own books. As he says of his own apprenticeship,
it was his gym teachers at school who taught him how to think, with a style of
thinking intimately intertwined with the body in movement, a style that thinks
not only on its feet but with its feet.*

What might we gain from such an apprenticeship? What does it matter whether
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our thinking carves a straight line through the forest, keeps the window closed as
it contemplates the apple tree outside, or lets itself be blinded by an improbable
noon-day substantive? If Serres is to be believed, it makes a very great difference
indeed. The order and connection among ideas, Spinoza famously asserted, is the
same as the order and connection among things. One way of reading this assertion
is as an affirmation that thinking and language find themselves in a relationship
with the world not primarily of mimesis, but of methexis: they participate in
the patterns and rhythms of nature. Serres makes the same point via Lucretius:
atoms and letters behave similarly.#” The order and connection among our ideas—
or, in other words, our style of thinking—will predispose us to expect and, if
necessary, to force similar orders and connections in the world, and the horizon
of our engagement with the world will be both enabled and limited by our style

of thinking.

The case can be made that, today, the stakes of our style of thinking are higher than
ever. We live, as Serres notes, in a world of our own making, in which atmospheric
and “natural” occurrences that we used to imagine were beyond our control and
comprehension, are changing in response to our interventions. It is no longer
implausible to say, not “it is raining” but “we are raining”.#* We can make two
observations about this methectic relationship of language and reality. The first is
that we have an interest—both a selfish interest as a species and a broader interest
in the flourishing of the world’s ecosystems as a whole—in our style of thinking
participating in, and taking account of, the rhythms and patterns of nature, rather
than forcing the natural world into an alien and, ultimately, destructive, set of
categories. Just as we would find precious little insight in measuring time with
a hammer or weight with a stopwatch, we can hold out little hope of seeking
to understand and live wisely in the natural world with the tool of a detached,

atomising, substantive language.

The second reason why our style of thinking matters is that, as Serres notes, the
types of problems we face have changed over recent decades. In centuries past we

may have been largely faced with local difficulties that were best solved through
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the application of specific academic disciplines like economics, theology or
physics. But the great problems of our own age, he notes, are “transversal™ and
“de-localised”, spilling over disciplinary boundaries and geographic localities
and requiring sustained interventions from across the arts, humanities, social
and natural sciences. The paradigmatic example of such a transversal challenge
is climate change, and Serres’s federative, ecological and prepositional style is
just the sort of thinking that can help us understand and respond to the hyper-

complex challenge that it poses.

A federative style of thinking predisposes us not only to see the connections
between the economic, psychological, physical, symbolic, social and theological
stakes of anissuelike climate change, but tounderstand these relations themselves,
rather than the nodes they federate, as the situation that is to be addressed. In
the context of an intellectual and disciplinary landscape increasingly operating
in siloes, with scholars incentivised to be Cartesian bulldozers bludgeoning their
way through the forest on their own straight little path, Serresian eco-methectic
thinking can help point the way to a more sensitive, more agile and more authentic
cross-disciplinarity that allows for a truly federating vision across the arts and the

sciences.

At a moment when our relationship to the natural world is becoming of ever
greater existential moment, Serres’s ecological, methectic way of thinking and
writing is not only a refreshing change, but a militant resistance to the prevailing
drift of our institutions and our society. It situates us differently in relation to
the natural world, which is one important step in restoring a healthy relationship

with it.

Finally, Serres’s prepositional thinking helps us to see that we are not masters
of the universe, designating and manipulating discreet entities as if they were
counters on a gaming board, under the impression that, if we make a change in
one area, it will have no effects anywhere else in the game. Prepositional thinking

positions us not as those who are playing a game from the outside, but as parasites
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interrupting its flow from the inside, parasites whose actions are all too likely to
have unintended consequences. In this way, a prepositional manner of thinking
helps us to see that our thinking is always a doing, always an intervention that
moves through, around or over the world, re-routing its flows of energy and
information. In each of these ways, the type of boundary-crossing thinking
that Serres models and in which he invites us to participate is far from merely
“poetic”. It is a very immediate, very practical way of addressing the roots of the

institutional and social pathologies of our age.

CHRISTOPHER WATKIN (Monash University) Author of multiple books
on recent and contemporary continental philosophy, his latest work,
Michel Serres: Figures of Thought (2022), is the first book in English to
address Serres’s work in the round and has become an important point of

reference for anyone interested in Serres.
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