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Foreword 

Introducing Deleuze to anyone, whether academic, student, scientist or artist, is tricky. They are either going to feel exhilarated by the new vocabulary and challenge to their current frameworks for thinking or exhausted by them. One of my favourite texts for doing this is Deleuze’s short essay on ‘Mediators’ which consists of a series of notes and digressions on a range of different topics, including Cinema, New Caledonia, Literature, Couples, Style, Aids and Global Strategy (Deleuze 1992). I mention this work because it gives an indication of the breadth of Deleuze’s thought as a project within Cultural Studies.

In Cultural Studies, we are faced with thinking about the problems of specific political contexts, aesthetics and cultural production, social relations, viral forces and identities beyond the bounds of the narrowly human subject of western capitalism. And we need to work with the most rigorous intellectual engagement available and possible. Among the many characterising features of Cultural Studies are its interdisciplinarity and a post structuralist vocabulary that has emerged from its critique of, and struggle to disassociate itself from, traditional disciplinary formations. While Foucault, Lacan and Derrida have been the intellectual forces of late twentieth-century poststructuralism, in many ways the twenty-first century is likely to become more Deleuzean. It is already, molecular, nomadic and cinematic in ways that could not be predicted with old habits of thought. And it is Deleuze who speaks to a political and social context that requires us to make new forms of connection between one configuration of ideas and power and another.

Indeed, abstract thinking of universals, such as truth, justice, freedom, right, cannot answer the questions required of critical or creative thinking in the movement of our times. For this reason, there has been a rise of interest in Deleuze across a range of fields extending from philosophy (Elizabeth Grosz, Michael Hardt) to psychoanalysis (Phillip Goodchild, Eugene Holland); cinema (David Rodowick, Dorothea Olkowski, Gregory Flaxman); feminist theory (Rosi Braidotti, Tamsin Lorraine, Camilla Griggers); politics (Paul Patton, Brian Massumi); literature (Ian Buchanan, John Marks) as well as a range of more speculative investigations (Emanuel de Landa). The objective of this book in a Cultural Studies series is to introduce Deleuze not as a specialist theorist but as ‘a practical philosopher’ (Colebrook 2002, p. xii). 

In Understanding Deleuze, Claire Colebrook shows us why Deleuze is so important in political and ethical terms for changing our thinking. As she writes: ‘at the heart of all Deleuze’s thought is his insistence that our relation to the world is dynamic, not just because our ideas about the world change, nor because the world is a thing that goes through change. Life itself is constant change and creation’ (p. 51). We need therefore a philosophy that works with change rather than in opposition to it. Understanding Deleuze offers a fresh perspective on why a philosophy of flux matters for feminism, indigenous rights, ecological struggles and other contemporary cultural movements without attempting to define how Deleuze’s philosophy might be put to work.

Colebrook begins by historicising the progression of Deleuze’s ideas as a movement away from structuralism, and the negative dialectic, in the post-1968 context towards theorising relations between art, science and philosophy as an affirmative strategy of positive difference. A genealogy of the conceptual force of difference for an alternative mode of cultural analysis underpins her text and its reference points are scholarly and detailed. In fact, Colebrook provides a systematic discussion of connected ideas such as difference, immanence, synthesis, desire, perception, style, the virtual and the fold that recur across Deleuze’s oeuvre. (A preliminary glossary provides a lively introduction to other key terms that are then usefully re-employed in the text.)

In her eminently lucid style, Colebrook moves easily from elaboration of a concept such as synthesis to a crisp discussion of Andy Warhol’s soup cans. Indeed, her various examples are particularly suited to an international readership. Cinema, along with literature a plane of immanent cultural production for Deleuze and for the twentieth century, is utilised as one of the sites in which the notion of ‘virtual’ differences make possible new kinds of ‘actuals’.

Understanding Deleuze is in itself a bold piece of work. That this work has emerged from a younger feminist scholar writing in a postcolonial context (both Australia and Scotland) is perhaps not surprising. Australian Cultural Studies and publishing is characterised by a willingness to get its hands dirty and to respond to new challenges. Colebrook’s primer on Deleuze should provide just the right kind of freshness to appeal to a range of readers: advanced undergraduates, graduates and, more generally, people interested in culture, cyberstudies, film, politics and psychoanalysis. Understanding Deleuze extends to the reader Deleuze’s own invitation to think differently about Cultural Studies.

Rachel Fensham 
Monash University, Australia 
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The impact of Deleuze 

We often think of philosophy as a purely academic exercise, a foray into abstract concepts and abstruse arguments. But there is a tradition of philosophy that rejects such a demarcation. Gilles Deleuze (1925–95) saw himself as part of a tradition of philosophy which challenged and disrupted life, such that new concepts and ideas would result in new possibilities for action and practice. One of the key figures in this tradition of what we might term ‘practical philosophy’ was Karl Marx, who insisted that the very idea of a separate realm of ideas, ‘theory’ or the intellect was symptomatic of a specific mode of life. We only divorce ‘theory’ from the world and practice when our ideas have begun to mask, rather than enhance, life. It is only when we have lost touch with the world that our minds seem to operate in an ‘ideal’ sphere of their own. For this reason, Marx insisted that a truly successful philosophy would not add just one more idea of interpretation to the world; it would change our very relation to the world. Marx’s thought was revolutionary in the sense that despite the fact that many of the revolutions carried out in his name were not faithful to the spirit of Marxism, his ideas nevertheless seem to demand that we think and act differently. If our ideas are tied to life and action, then can we always ask of any idea: what type of life does it serve?

Once we accept the Marxist idea that we create and transform our world through our political and social existence, then we can no longer appeal to timeless and immutable values. Our practical world of life and action is lived through the ideas we form and the ideas that form us. Through theory, we are capable of questioning and changing our relation to the world and each other. Philosophy and theory are not merely related to life and practice; they are aspects of life. Gilles Deleuze also referred to a specifically revolutionary potential in thought: something is revolutionary not because it has this or that political content or ‘message’ but because it destroys the seeming naturalness or inevitability of what we take to be unchangeable. If we undertake a revolution in the name of ‘man’, we are actually operating in a reactionary manner: allowing ourselves to be guided by some seemingly timeless and unquestionable value (Deleuze & Guattari 1983, p. 105). If, however, we act for the sake of some end that remains open, provisional and fluid—such as the identity of a people that is not already given—then the event is truly revolutionary. A political disruption in the name of a ‘queer’ minority, for example, would not appeal to an already formed concept, identity and value; it would demand that we rethink and reconceptualise just what we take political identity to be. The force of Deleuze’s philosophy lay in demonstrating just how reactionary many of our fundamental concepts are, such that most of the time we fail to really think, instead, simply wallowing in the inertia of common sense. By contrast, if we philosophise—if we create difficult, unmanageable and disruptive concepts— then we will question, provoke and challenge our lives.

Despite the difficulty and seemingly abstract nature of Deleuze’s work he is, by his own account, a practical philosopher. He believes in, and carries out, the creation of concepts; but he does so for one reason only: the enhancement of life. The more difficult and challenging our concepts are, the more they allow us to change and expand our lives. A theory or philosophy which merely gave us an accurate picture of the world would present itself as a supplement to life; but a philosophy which challenged the form and structure of our thinking would be an event of life. Along with Marx, Deleuze regarded thinkers as diverse as Freud, Nietzsche and Spinoza as contributing to a tradition of practical thinking—thinking that does not passively mirror or represent the world, but allows new events and possibilities and thereby creates a world.

Perhaps the most important figure in this practical tradition in the twentieth century was the French thinker Michel Foucault, who was Deleuze’s contemporary and the subject of his later work, Foucault (1988). Marx had transformed the relation between theory and practice by arguing that our ideas or theories—the concepts we use to make sense of the world—are not innocent, that the way we think about or represent the world is inextricably tied up with how we act and what we desire. Marx, for example, invented the concept of ‘ideology’. (The word may have been used before Marx, but it was Marx who gave it its radical sense.) Ideology describes the way we live our world through ideas and concepts. The concept of ‘woman’, for example, is ideological. I act, desire and believe in a certain way because I have (or think of myself through) this concept. This does not mean that the concept is false, for ideology is not error. Ideology describes the way our relations and beliefs—and therefore what we do—are structured beforehand by forces that transcend any individual agent. I did not invent or decide upon the concept of ‘woman’, but it is nevertheless integral and constitutive of my being. Furthermore, the way I live this concept is political; it ties me into certain relations with others, and leads me to assume certain rights, duties and obligations. An ideological understanding of politics does not assume that we are all individual agents who then negotiate power relations; ideology constitutes us as individuals with quite specific positions of power. We might say, then, that Marx tied theory, or ideas, to practice and life through an understanding of power. Our concepts and beliefs do not just represent our world; they produce relations and forces of power, including class relations, sexual relations and racial relations. The concept of ‘woman’ can produce positive and negative power relations: it might dis empower me in relation to ‘man’, but it might empower me if I think of the ‘rights of women’ or the ‘women’s movement’.

Foucault produced a concept of power that transformed the already radical Marxist tradition of the relation between ideas and life. Marxist notions of ideology focus on how our ideas, concepts, theories or languages produce power relations. Foucault argued that such an understanding was still far too negative: it is as though we have life on the one hand, and then ideology or power relations on the other; as though power structures and determines life from ‘above’. Against this, Foucault formed a new notion of power as positive. Here, there is not life outside power. Contrast this with ideology. I can think of the notion of woman as ideological if we imagine that I am a human, an individual or a being, who then imagines myself as a woman—as though the concept of woman were imposed, and as though I might free myself from ideology, power or stereotypes. For Foucault, it is not as though there are first beings and then relations of power. What something is is produced through power, or the forces of life. I can consider myself to be human or an individual only because there are concepts such as ‘woman’.

Foucault’s most famous idea was his criticism of the ‘repressive hypothesis’—we think that we have a being and sexuality that is then covered over or repressed by social norms and cultural expectations. But the contrary is the case—we do not have a humanity or sexuality that lies behind ideology or repression; we only think of what precedes or underlies ideology, concepts and relations after the productive effect of those relations. Our real or underlying sexuality is an effect of power, not something repressed by power. It is only in going to the psychoanalyst and investigating my sexuality that I have a sexuality at all (Foucault 1981). This means that relations of power—such as the relation between patient and analyst, or criminal and prosecutor, or human body and social scientist—produce positions of power. It is not as though there are masters and slaves, and then concepts and theories which justify and mask those relations. Mastery and slavery are both instances of power, produced through each other.

For Foucault, both theories and actions are modes of power. To refer to a body as ‘white’, ‘male’ or ‘homosexual’ is to produce a power relation; but to scar, punish or clothe that body is also a power relation. Foucault therefore created a whole new way of thinking about the relation between theory and practice. Our theories do not just mask, justify or sustain power relations; our theories produce, and are produced by, power relations; relations among bodies, among words and among words and bodies. If Marx thought of power negatively—as ideology, which can conceal or distort the real relations of life—Foucault thought of power positively, as the very force of life that produces distinct terms. Deleuze took this tradition one step further by creating the concept of ‘desire’. If we think of life as desire, we no longer have any single foundation or ground which thought ought to obey. Deleuze set himself the task of thinking desire positively: not a desire that someone has for something she wants or lacks; but a desire that is just a productive and creative energy, a desire of flux, force and difference, a revolutionary desire that we need to think in ways that will disrupt common sense and everyday life. 

In the English-speaking world, Deleuze was known first of all through the translation of Anti-Oedipus, which he co-authored with Félix Guattari in 1972, but which was not translated into English until 1977. Although Deleuze had written a great deal of more conventional philosophical work from the 1950s onwards, it was the concept of desire in Anti-Oedipus that marked a transformation in the relation between thought and action. Like Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari insisted on an immanent and positive philosophy. Ideas, theories and concepts are not added on to life in order to picture or represent life; theory is not something other than, or a negation of, life. Life becomes in a diverse number of ways, and one of those ways is becoming through thought (through words, concepts, ideas and theories). Like Foucault’s concept of power, Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of desire allows us to think of the events and relations of life as productive. The key difference with desire is that it refers to the different ways in which life becomes or produces relations. It is not as though there are bodies or things that are then ordered through power relations. Nor is there a general system of relations, such as language or culture, which produces different beings. What something is is its flow of desire, and such forces produce diverging and multiple relations. My body is ‘female’, for example, through its desire for other bodies; one produces one’s sexuality through desire. (Desire is not based on lack or what we do not have; desire is productive.) A female body is produced through certain desiring relations, but other relations would produce a different body. The same body can be ‘female’, ‘lesbian’, ‘mother’, ‘human’, ‘citizen’ and so on. These are not terms imposed on a body; a body becomes what it is only through these relations. And even the relation of being human is a relation of desire; I become human in perceiving other bodies as ‘like me’, in desiring or imagining some common ground. The important point for Deleuze is that desire is not something that we need to repress or tame in order to enter society. Desire is always productive; indeed, it produces the very idea of society.

In Anti-Oedipus Deleuze and Guattari insist that their concept of desire is ‘anti-oedipal’. Oedipal desire, as defined by Freud, is negative and repressive; we feel we have to renounce our primitive, chaotic and essential desires in order to enter society. We have to abandon our childhood bonding with our mothers and identify with our fathers. Oedipal desire, Deleuze and Guattari argue, is part of a long tradition of repressive and transcendent thinking. We enslave life to some overriding (or transcendent) value—such as the value of the good social individual who has abandoned their desires to be just like the ‘common man’. Anti-oedipal desire, by contrast, is positive and immanent. Desire is not something we repress to become civilised. Societies, cultures, images of the individual, and ‘man’ are all effects and productions of desire. Ideas do not come from outside to order and repress life; they are part of (or immanent to) life. Life is desire. When a plant takes in light and moisture it becomes a plant through its relation to these other forces; this is one flow of desire. When a human body connects with another body it becomes a child in relation to a parent, or it becomes a mother in relation to a child; this is another flow of desire. When bodies connect and become tribes, societies or nations, they also produce new relations and flows of desire. Identities and images are not, therefore, abstract notions added on to life and desire; they are events within the flow of desire.

Through this concept of desire, Deleuze and Guattari presented a challenge to the relation between theory and life. How might we think differently in order to avoid the notion that ‘we’ have a fixed identity or being that we then engage with through ideas? Would it be possible to think without assuming some pre-given (or transcendent) model? If we accept that life is desire—a flow of forces that produces relations—then we can no longer rely on a single relation or being to provide a foundation for thinking. We can no longer think of humanity, language or culture as the ground of life, for human life and thinking would be one flow of desire among others. Anti-Oedipus was a highly influential work, both in its original French and in English translation. But it was a key part of a much larger project. Anti-Oedipus aimed to free desire from fixed images of desire, to imagine a desire that is not tied to some pre-given human norm (such as the oedipal picture of the child in relation to its parents). The rest of Deleuze’s work, in very different ways, sought to free life from fixed and rigid models, such as the image of the rational subject, the image of ‘man’, or even the ideas of thinking as information and communication. Philosophy, for Deleuze, was not about creating correct pictures or theories of life, but transforming life. Philosophy is not something we apply to life. By thinking differently we create ourselves anew, no longer accepting already created and accepted values and assumptions. We destroy common sense and who we are in order to become.



A guide to key Deleuzean terms 

Gilles Deleuze began his career as a philosopher in the highly competitive and rigorous intellectual environment of Paris in the 1950s. In the 1970s he joined forces with the French psychoanalyst Félix Guattari and branched out into far less conventional modes of philosophical writing (including references to mathematics, biology, geology, sociology, physics, literature and music). More than any other thinker of this time, Deleuze’s work is not so much a series of self-contained arguments as it is the formation of a whole new way of thinking and writing. For this reason he created an array of new terms and borrowed specialist terms from previous philosophers. Like that of Benedict de Spinoza (1632–77), Deleuze’s terminology does not consist of simple, self-sufficient and definable key terms. Spinoza’s philosophy formed a set of interweaving axioms and propositions, a style of philosophy that supposedly mirrored a world that is not an object outside us to be judged, but a dynamic plane of forces within which we are located (Deleuze 1992). Philosophy, for both Deleuze and Spinoza, cannot have a distinct foundation or beginning, for the life it studies has always already begun and the philosopher, scientist or artist who writes about life is also part of the flux of life. A philosophy or form of writing that aims to affirm the mobility of life must itself be mobile, creating all sorts of connections and following new pathways. For this reason there is an almost circular quality to Deleuze’s work: once you understand one term you can understand them all; but you also seem to need to understand all the terms to even begin to understand one.

Deleuze argued that concepts were complicated in just this way: creating ‘new connections for thinking’, opening up whole new ‘planes of thought’ (Deleuze 1994, p. 139). Deleuze and Guattari also argued for ‘rhizomatic’ styles of thinking in which there would be not a fixed centre or order so much as a multiplicity of expanding and overlapping connections (Deleuze & Guattari 1987, pp. 3–26). In order to read Deleuze you have to accept that finding your way around his work is never going to be a question of adding one proposition to another. Rather, you need a sense of the whole in order to fully understand any single section; but the whole also seems to transform with the interpretation of each new section. For this reason I have put this glossary of terms at the beginning rather than the end of this book, even though the understanding of any term will only begin to be possible after some overall acquaintance with Deleuze’s work. These terms and definitions, and this book as a whole, are a guide to approaching Deleuze. It will only be possible for readers to really understand the beginning of this book once they have reached the end, but this is an essential feature of Deleuze’s intent—which is to challenge the easy acceptance and recognition of the ways in which we think. Thinking, for Deleuze, is not a self-sufficient act of judgement set over or against life; thinking is part of the dynamic flux of life. Great thinking, whether it takes the form of art, science or philosophy, does not settle with a fixed system or foundation. We create concepts not in order to label life and tidy up our ideas but to transform life and complicate our ideas.

Affect In its most general sense, ‘affect’ is what happens to us when we feel an event: fear, depression, laughter, terror or boredom are all possible ‘affects’ of art. Affect is not the meaning of an experience but the response it prompts. Deleuze refines this notion to argue that art is the creation of ‘affects’ and ‘percepts’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994). Whereas affections and perceptions are located in perceivers—we can say that I have a ‘perception’ of red or that I ‘feel’ fear—Deleuze argues that art creates affects and percepts that are not located in a point of view. (Imagine a painting that just is terrifying or depressing; we may not be depressed or terrified when we view it but it presents the ‘affect’ of depression or terror. Imagine a novel that describes a certain light; we may not see the light but we are presented with what it would be to perceive such light, or what such a perception is regardless of who perceives; this is a percept.)

Assemblage All life is a process of connection and interaction. Any body or thing is the outcome of a process of connections. A human body is an assemblage of genetic material, ideas, powers of acting and a relation to other bodies. A tribe is an assemblage of bodies. Deleuze and Guattari refer to ‘machinic’ assemblages, rather than organisms or mechanisms, in order to get away from the idea that wholes pre-exist connections (Deleuze & Guattari 1987, p. 73). There is no finality, end or order that would govern the assemblage as a whole; the law of any assemblage is created from its connections. (So the political State, for example, does not create social order and individual identities; the State is the effect of the assembling of bodies. There is no evolutionary idea or goal of the human which governs the genetic production of human bodies; the human is the effect of a series of assemblages: genetic, social and historical.)

Becoming-woman This term is tied to ‘becoming-animal’, ‘becoming-intense’ and ‘becoming-imperceptible’ (Deleuze & Guattari 1987, pp. 232–309).

The problem with western thought is that it begins in being, which it then imagines as going through becoming or movement. Furthermore, it has tended to privilege man as the grounding being; it is man who is the stable knower or subject who views a world of change and becoming. Deleuze, however, insists that all life is a plane of becoming, and that the perception of fixed beings—such as man—is an effect of becoming. In order to really think and encounter life we need to no longer see life in fixed and immobile terms. This means that thinking itself has to become mobile and to free itself from the fixed foundations of man as the subject. Becoming other than man requires becoming-woman or becoming-animal. And if perception tends to view the world in terms of fixed and extended objects, we also need to become imperceptible or become intense (no longer fixed and located wholes within life, but open to the intensity of life).

Body without organs We perceive and live the world as though it were composed of organised bodies. Our notion of man, for example, privileges certain organs: the brain that thinks, the eye that judges and the phallus that holds social power. But we also necessarily presuppose some disorganised ‘life’ or ‘ground’ from which different bodies emerge. The body without organs is the life we imagine as underlying our forms of organisation, so the body without organs varies historically. In capitalism, for example, we imagine that there is some basic flow of capital which we then exchange and manage in order to produce ourselves as social and political individuals. Prior to capitalism, societies imagined that it was the earth that formed the basic substance or substrate of life, such that primitive tribes imagined their distinct orders as distinctions of the whole or totality of the earth. The body without organs is the undifferentiated that we imagine underlies the differentiated or organised bodies of life.

Concept For Deleuze, a concept is not a generalisation or a label that we use to name the world. Concepts are creations that testify to the positive power of thinking as an event of life. We create concepts in order to transform life. For example, at a material level the eye may watch one event following another, but the concept of ‘cause’ creates an immaterial event. We can now anticipate or expect events that are not given, or we can imagine what might happen, only because we have created a concept (of cause) that extends beyond the actual world we perceive to what we might expect or imagine. The creation of concepts is the peculiar art of philosophy, which allows us to think what is not given to material perception. We perceive a thing or being, but a philosopher can form a concept of being and ask what being is in general. What is it to exist? In such a case the philosopher would create through the concept of being—a virtual whole, for the philosopher imagines all of being, not just what is given and present.

Desire and Desiring machines The idea of life as literally a machine (Deleuze & Guattari 1983) allows us to begin with functions and connections before we imagine any produced orders, purposes, wholes or ends. A desiring machine is therefore the outcome of any series of connections: the mouth that connects with a breast, the wasp that connects with an orchid, an eye that perceives a flock of birds, or a child’s body that connects with a trainset. Thinking desire in this way gets us over desire as a fundamental lack. For Deleuze and Guattari, desire is not driven by bodies having become separated or cut off from life. They oppose the notion of the death-drive whereby all life wishes to overcome the loss and trauma of birth and return to a state of quiescence. Desire is connection, not the overcoming of loss or separation; we desire, not because we lack or need, but because life is a process of striving and self-enhancement. Desire is a process of increasing expansion, connection and creation. Desire is ‘machinic’ precisely because it does not originate from closed organisms or selves; it is the productive process of life that produces organisms and selves.

Deterritorialisation Life creates and furthers itself by forming connections or territories. Light connects with plants to allow photosynthesis. Everything, from bodies to societies, is a form of territorialisation, or the connection of forces to produce distinct wholes. But alongside every territorialisation there is also the power of deterritorialisation. The light that connects with the plant to allow it to grow also allows for the plant to become other than itself: too much sun will kill the plant, or perhaps transform it into something else (such as sun-dried leaves becoming tobacco or sun-drenched grapes becoming sultanas). The very connective forces that allow any form of life to become what it is (territorialise) can also allow it to become what it is not (deterritorialise). The human bodies that assemble to form a tribe or collective (territorialisation) can produce a whole that then allows them to be governed by a chieftain or despot (deterritorialisation, where the power for assembling has produced a collective dis empowerment). There can also be reterritorialisation. The tribe can take the deterritorialised term (such as the ruler or despot) and return it to the collective: we are all leaders, or we all govern ourselves (as in modern individualism). Territorialisation can occur at all levels of life. Genes connect or territorialise to produce species, but these same connections also allow for mutations (deterritorialisation). Such mutation can also be used, or turned back, to reinforce the territory that was initially the outcome of random mutation: say in gene therapy or genetic modification, where the motor for change and deterritorialisation (genetics) is used to arrest change and mutation (reterritorialisation). Deleuze and Guattari also write of absolute deterritorialisation, which would be a liberation from all connection and organisation. Such a process can only be thought or imagined, rather than achieved, for any perception of life is already an ordering or territorialisation; we can think absolute deterritorialisation as an extreme possibility.

Differenciation/Differentiation The world we perceive is made up of differenciated things, distinct terms or objects. But in order for us to perceive a differenciated world there must also be a power of differentiation. We have distinct or differenciated species only because of the differentiation of genetic creation (Deleuze 1994, pp. 206–7). We have the differenciated terms of a language only because there is the power of language to create different sounds and senses. We have the spectrum of different colours only because we have the differentiation of white light.

Genealogy/Geology Deleuze picks up the concept of genealogy from the late nineteenth-century thinker Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900). Nietzsche challenged the usual notion of history whereby we read back the end of a development into the beginning. Genealogy looks at the chaotic, multiple and chance emergence of the present. Instead of seeing all history as leading up to the moral individual, Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals argued that our current ideals of morality and inhumanity grew from arbitrary and inhuman causes (Nietzsche 1967, p. 67). ‘Punishment’, for example, begins as ‘festive cruelty’, the sheer force and enjoyment of inflicting suffering to affirm one’s power. But we subsequently come to imagine a law and morality that would justify and organise this pleasure of asserting force; in doing so we ‘invent’ man and morality. A genealogy does not accept the current reason or understanding of the present; it looks to the past in order to unhinge the present, to show that there is no justification for the present. Deleuze and Guattari’s two major works, Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus, are genealogies of capitalism and humanism; they both attempt to show how ‘man’ and ‘capital’ emerge from the play of forces and interacting bodies. Deleuze and Guattari also explicitly wrote a geology of morals (Deleuze & Guattari 1987, pp. 39–74). This extended the idea that there is not a history or single line of development, but overlaid strata or plateaus: the history of inhuman and inorganic life, as well as differing histories within the human.

Immanence This is one of the key terms (and aims) of Deleuze’s philosophy. The key error of western thought has been transcendence. We begin from some term which is set against or outside life, such as the foundation of God, subjectivity or matter. We think life and the thought which judges or represents life. Transcendence is just that which we imagine lies outside (outside thought or outside perception). Immanence, however, has no outside and nothing other than itself. Instead of thinking a God who then creates a transcendent world, or a subject who then knows a transcendent world, Deleuze argues for the immanence of life. The power of creation does not lie outside the world like some separate and judging God; life itself is a process of creative power. Thought is not set over against the world such that it represents the world; thought is a part of the flux of the world. To think is not to represent life but to transform and act upon life.

Lines of flight Any form of life, such as a body, a social group, an organism or even a concept is made up of connections. Genes collect to form bodies; bodies collect to form tribes. The concept of ‘human’, for example, connects rationality, a type of body (white, male), the power to speak and so on. But any connection also enables a line of flight; there can always be a genetic mutation. The definition of the human as rational can also allow for a dispute over just what constitutes the human: is it rational to stockpile nuclear weapons? So any definition, territory or body can open up to a line of flight that would transform it into something else.

Minoritarian/Majoritarian Deleuze and Guattari use the terms ‘minor’ and ‘minoritarian’ not to describe groups in terms of their numbers but in terms of the mode of their formation. Women, for example, are a minority. This is not because there are fewer women, but because the standard term is that of ‘man’. Furthermore, a majority has a fixed standard. There is an image or ideal of the human or man which then governs who can or cannot be admitted; we exclude those who are deemed ‘inhuman’. But minoritarian groups have no grounding standard; the identity of the group is mobilised with each new member. The women’s movement, for example, has constantly questioned whether there is any thing such as ‘woman’. A minor literature, also, does not appeal to a standard but creates and transforms any notion of the standard. If I seek to write a film script that is just like the popular and financially successful Star Wars (appealing to the spirit and tradition of American science fiction), then this is a major work. But if I aim to produce a film that critics may not even recognise as a film, or that will demand a redefinition of cinema, then I produce a minor work. For Deleuze and Guattari all great literature is minor literature, refusing any already given standard of recognition or success. Similarly, all effective politics is a becoming-minoritarian, not appealing to who we are but to what we might become.

Monad This is a term that Deleuze takes from the German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716). We perceive our world as a set of related terms: the molecules that make up a plant or the bodies that make up a society. But each perceived set of relations is made up of monads, which are the self-sufficient substances prior to all relations. Each monad perceives the whole of the world from its own point of view, creating its own perceived relations. There are, therefore, as many worlds as there are monads. The whole of life is just the sum of all the infinite perceptions or worlds opened up by each monad. For Deleuze, the importance of this idea lies in the two key ideas. First, if the whole of life is made up of monads, then the whole of life is nothing more than a plane of perceptions. (The plant is a perception of heat, light and moisture.) There is no common or God’s-eye viewpoint that would allow for a world, only the worlds of all the human, inhuman, organic and inorganic monads. Second, we perceive our world in terms of the relations from our point of view—we perceive light always in relation to our visual organs—but such relations are not intrinsic. There is the power of light itself, and not just the relation we have to it. True thinking, for Deleuze, aims to grasp all the inhuman perceptions and forces beyond the order of our point of view.

Multiplicity At its simplest, a multiplicity is a collection or connection of parts. Deleuze uses the term in a number of ways but one of the most significant is his distinction between an intensive and extensive multiplicity, which also relies on the distinction between intensive and extensive difference. Extensive difference can be thought of as beginning from the extension of spatially distinct and bounded points. If we could look at all the members of a family represented on a family tree, each one of them being a ‘Smith’, this would be something like an extensive multiplicity. A multiplicity of this type is always a multiplicity of some distinct, generalised and bounded body. (Such multiplicities can be thought of as collections of things, bodies, numbers, qualities or species.) Alternatively, we could look at the microscopic genetic, social and historical mutations and gradations that cross these bodies, so that a genetic trait might connect two bodies, differentiate another two, alter in a third. Intensive difference cannot be mapped into clear and distinct points; it also becomes different as it expresses itself through time. It is closer to the dynamism, becoming and temporal fluidity of true difference than the spatialised, structured and organised difference of extension. An intensive multiplicity is not a multiplicity of an identifiable measure; it is a substantive multiplicity. What it is is an effect of its connections (or becoming-multiple).

Nomadology Most of western thought has tended to operate from a fixed or grounded position: either the position of man or the subject of humanity. Even beyond the human realm, life works through fixed perceptions to produce a perceiver and perceived, an inside and an outside. The aim of nomadology is to free thought from a fixed point of view or position of judgement. Nomadology allows thought to wander, to move beyond any recognised ground or home, to create new territories.

Oedipal Freud’s theory of the Oedipus complex formed the heart of psychoanalytic method. Here, the entry into life and humanity occurs when the child abandons the mother, whose body is first desired because she meets the biological needs of life, but is subsequently fantasised as answering to all desire. The child can only deflect desire away from the mother with the threat of castration. It is the father, as symbol of social power, who represents the punishing law that prohibits the mother; the child must renounce the mother and identify with the social and phallic (or non-maternal) power of the father. For Deleuze and Guattari, this oedipal structure is the culmination of a western political tradition of lack. We imagine that we enter society and law—the domain of the father or phallus—because we renounced a prohibited and impossible object (the mother). Our desire is oedipal if it is imagined as being a signifier or substitute of a lost object; we are oedipal subjects if we imagine ourselves as self-punishing or self-prohibiting for the sake of some universal law or guilt.

Rhizome/Rhizomatics Deleuze and Guattari explain these terms by first distinguishing between the ‘rhizomatic’ and the ‘arborescent’ (Deleuze & Guattari 1987). Traditional thought and writing has a centre or subject from which it then expresses its ideas. Languages, for example, are seen to share a basic structure or grammar which is then expressed differently in French, German or Hindi. This style of thought and writing is arborescent (tree-like), producing a distinct order and direction. Rhizomatics, by contrast, makes random, proliferating and de-centred connections. In the case of languages we would abandon the idea of an underlying structure or grammar and acknowledge that there are just different systems and styles of speaking, that the attempt to find a ‘tree’ or ‘root’ to all these differences is an invention after the fact. A rhizomatic method, therefore, does not begin from a distinction or hierarchy between ground and consequent, cause and effect, subject and expression; any point can form a beginning or point of connection for any other. (This is typical of Deleuze and Guattari’s own method. They do not use philosophy to interpret biology or biology to explain philosophy; they allow the two styles of thinking to mesh, transform and overlay each other.) Further, they insist that what looks like a binary or opposition in their thought—such as the distinction between rhizome and tree—is not an opposition but a way of creating a pluralism. You begin with the distinction between rhizomatic and arborescent only to see that all distinctions and hierarchies are active creations, which are in turn capable of further distinctions and articulations.

Schizoanalysis For Deleuze and Guattari most of western thought has been built on a paranoid structure. They even refer to the ‘paranoid social machine’ (Deleuze & Guattari 1983). Paranoia is connected with projection and perceiving (hearing) persecuting voices outside oneself. Typically we hear the voice of law, society, conscience or the father (or even, in capitalism, the laws of the market). Paranoia is interpretive: we always ask what things mean, attempting to find the law, ground or authority behind signs. Traditional psychoanalysis merely intensifies this tendency by interpreting all our dreams and desires as messages from our guilty conscience. Against this, Deleuze and Guattari celebrate the ‘schizo’ and ‘schizoanalysis’. Instead of returning all our images and desires to one concealed ground (such as the law, God, the subject or ‘me’), schizoanalysis disconnects and pulverises images to look at molecular intensities. The law, for example, will be made up of a certain magisterial tone of voice, an elevated expression, a male body, a uniform of judge’s robes and so on. Schizoanalysis—unlike psychoanalysis—does not look at psyches or interpret desires to discover the psyche that speaks. Schizoanalysis looks at how the image of the psyche, ego or person has been assembled from the privilege and investment in certain body parts: the brain that thinks, the eye that judges, the self-contained and reasoning body or the judging mouth.

Transcendence/Transcendental Deleuze inherits this distinction from the German philosophical tradition, especially Immanual Kant (1724–1804) and Edmund Husserl (1859–1938), both of whom, like Deleuze, regarded themselves as transcendental philosophers. Transcendence, or the transcendent, is what we experience as outside of consciousness or experience. We experience the real world as transcendent, as other than us or as external. A transcendental philosophy or method asks how transcendence is possible. For example, I can only have a real or outside world if I make some distinction between what appears to me (perceptions and appearances) and a world that appears (the perceived or appearing thing). Both Kant and Husserl argued that before there could be the transcendent or the real world ‘outside me’, there had to be some concept of ‘me’ (or the subject) from which the real world was distinguished. Deleuze also argues that we should not simply accept transcendence or the outside world (reality) as our starting point, that we need to ask how something like a distinction between inside and outside (or subject and object) emerges. The error of western thought has been to begin from some already existing thing, some transcendence, some given point of reality (such as matter, the subject, God or being). Deleuze insists that we need to understand how the experience of the world as a real and external world is possible: this is a transcendental approach.

Transcendental empiricism Deleuze’s method is transcendental because it refuses to begin with any already given (or transcendent) thing, such as matter, reality, man, consciousness or ‘the world’. But it is a transcendental empiricism because it insists on beginning with ‘the experienced’ or ‘given’ as such. (Empiricism is a commitment to experience as the starting point of inquiry, rather than ideas or concepts.) The empiricism is transcendental because when Deleuze begins with experience he does not begin with human experience; for Deleuze experience includes the perceptions of plants, animals, microbes and all sorts of machines. 

Virtual difference Difference should not be thought of as that which relates already distinct points or substances. Difference begins as the production of intensities from virtual tendencies. Take human life and animal life: they have their origin in a flow of genetic material that has the tendency to actualise itself in various species. Deleuze and Guattari refer to this as the ‘intense germinal influx’ which then needs to be actualised into extended bodies (Deleuze & Guattari 1983, p. 162). Some tendencies will not be actualised; there are all sorts of genetic misfirings, unpursued paths and potentialities that are not actualised. Western thought, however, has always privileged a politics of the actual over the potential, and does this by stressing human life as already expressed and constituted. We base politics on man or the State, rather than considering the powers that produce the State. Only if we consider those virtual or unfulfilled potentialities can we transform the present into a truly new future. A politics of potentiality or the virtual powers of life looks to all those non-actualised tendencies in order to question what we might become (Hardt & Negri 1994). We would look away from the image of the State as an active expression of who we are to micropolitical forces: what are the chance events that have produced this particular image of human life? And what about all those expressions of life that do not actualise themselves as the essence of man? Deleuze considered certain literary expressions of malevolence, evil and stupidity as truly disruptive of our everyday common sense. Throughout literature, philosophy, and life in general, there are all sorts of expressions that have not been recognised as essentially human. Why should we take the current image of the rational political agent as an expression of what human life is? If we look at all the bizarre, aberrant and different expressions of human life we begin to intuit the virtual powers that are capable of transforming life beyond what it actually is to what it might become.
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