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Let’s start with a drawing by Deleuze (Fig. 1). It shows the interior of a room. In the 

background there is an empty chair, a radiator, a candelabra with several arms. In front to the 

right there is a lamp on a side table.  

 

Figure 1: Gilles Deleuze, Chambre de malade 
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 In the middle of the drawing is the dominant motif: an open window. To its left one 

can see another candelabra. On the window sill there are two jugs standing across from each 

other almost as mirror images. There remains the white, rectangular area that projects into the 

drawing from the lower left: it is apparently a bed or a cot. With two or three lines a sheet and 

a cover are suggested. It almost looks as if an arm is entering the drawing from the right and, 

above that, as if knees have been drawn up. 

 Be this as it may, the drawing has apparently been done from the perspective of the 

person who is lying at the moment on the bed or who will soon come back to lie down on it. 

Although the body of the drawer cannot be seen clearly, one gains the impression that it 

extends itself into the field of the drawing. This turns the drawing into a kind of extension of 

the body of the drawer, and the observer has the feeling that this drawing body has replaced 

his or her own. 

"Chambre de malade", "Sickroom", is the title that Deleuze gave to this drawing. It 

was first published in 1994 in the French journal Chimères, together with a number of other 

older drawings by Deleuze.1 Looking at this particular drawing, the reader familiar with the 

works of Deleuze (and Guattari) will be reminded of various passages from his work – with 

regard to the open window, for example, the following passage from A Thousand Plateaus: 

"A season, a winter, a summer, an hour, a date have a perfect individuality lacking nothing, 

even though this individuality is different from that of a thing or a subject. [...] We reserve the 

name haecceity for it.“2 The title of the drawing also reminds one of a formulation in What is 

Philosophy?: "In this respect artists are like philosophers. What little health they possess is 

often too fragile, not because of their illnesses or neuroses but because they have seen 

something in life that is too much for anyone, too much for themselves, and that has put on 

 
1 Gilles Deleuze. "Sept dessins“, Chimères, 21 (1994): p. 13-20. 

2 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Translation and 

Foreword by Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), p 261. 
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them the quiet mark of death.”3 And since occupancy of a sickroom seldom goes smoothly, 

perhaps one recalls the beginning of Anti-Oedipus: "The mouth of the anorexic wavers 

between several functions: its possessor is uncertain as to whether it is an eating machine, an 

anal machine, a talking machine, or a breathing machine (asthma attacks).“4 

 Not only texts but images are also called up: on the one hand, drawings by Deleuze, 

which appeared increasingly in his books once he began his collaboration with Guattari; on 

the other, images that in a similar manner extend the body of the artist and by this means 

virtually draw the observer into them. Think of the photographs from Max Burchartz and 

Aenne Biermann which only show the forearms and hands of someone, so that looking at 

them one has to struggle against the impression that one is holding the photograph in one's 

own hands; or of the lithograph of Maurits Cornelis Escher that shows the face of the artist 

which is reflected in a sphere which itself is held by a hand that projects from below into the 

space of the picture.5 

But above all it is a drawing done by a physicist and psychologist which is evoked by 

Deleuze's "Sickroom." The subject is very similar, the perspective almost the same, but more 

radical. This is the figure that Ernst Mach used in the introduction of his Analysis of 

Sensations (Fig. 2). This drawing seems to make it possible for the observer actually to see 

with the eyes of the person who is lying down in the drawing, more precisely: to see with his 

left eye. Mach himself did the drawing that served as the basis for the engraving. Therefore, it 

is Mach's mustache, his nose and eyebrow that the observer is led past – over the body that is 

lying down, past a bookcase on the left side, towards the window.6 

 
3 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What is Philosophy?, transl. by Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchell (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1994), p. 172.  

4 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, transl. by Robert Hurley, Mark 

Seem, and Helen R. Lane, Preface by Michel Foucault (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), p. 7. 

5 See Rosalind Krauss, "When Words Fail," October 22 (1982), pp. 91-103, and Bruno Ernst, The Magic Mirror 

of M. C. Escher, (New York: Ballantine Books, 1976), p. ##. 

6 Ernst Mach, The Analysis of Sensations and the Relation of the Physical to the Psychical, Rev. and 
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Figure 2: Ernst Mach, Self-Inspection of the Ego 

 

The perspective of the drawing is remarkable. The focus is the same for all distances. 

The floor seems to be curved. The chaise longue that Mach is lying on could just as well be 

his tongue. Mach placed this drawing at the beginning of his Analysis of the Sensations within 

 
supplemented from the 5th German ed. by Sydney Waterlow (Chicago/London: Open Court Publishing, 1914), 

p. 19-20. See also the drawings in Ernst Mach, „Auszüge aus den Notizbüchern, 1871-1910“, in: Rudolf Haller 
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the context of his "Introductory Remarks: Anti-metaphysical." In an "amusing" distancing of 

himself from neo-Kantianism he wanted to make clear with the drawing what self-observation 

actually meant. "Problem: To carry out the self-inspection of the Ego. Solution: It is carried 

out immediately." In other words, it is not a room that is presented. And in the same measure 

it is not a self-portrait. Mach drew a portrait of self-inspection, he created an image of the 

"Ego function" – sober, pragmatic, almost naive.7  

 It has been said that this drawing illustrates the connection between Mach's positivism 

and Husserl's phenomenology: "The drawing shows that even in the simple act of seeing the 

world does not exist as a phenomenon the subject is not already present in and that no subject 

exists that is not already in the world."8 Following this argument, the particular sense of 

reality that manifests itself in the image points to a corporeality as “embodied meaning.” 

Conversely, it has been argued that the intention of Mach in the drawing "to show as much 

body as possible, more than can ever appear" is suggestive of a condition of "maximal 

disturbance." At least as an artist Mach was "almost a pathological case."9 In other words, the 

phenomenological connection to the world and the body is exaggerated in Mach’s positivism, 

in particular when it is visualized. In a certain sense, this reinforces the similarity with the 

drawing by Deleuze. Both drawings show a sickroom; however, whereas with Deleuze the 

room is emphasized, with Mach it is the sick person himself that is the foreground: not a 

“Chambre de malade”, but a “Malade de chambre”…  

 Both comments on Mach's "antimetaphysical" drawing hardly mention a detail which 

is its most interesting element: the hand holding the pencil which thrusts into the field of the 

 
and Friedrich Stadler (eds.), Ernst Mach: Werk und Wirkung, Wien 1988, pp. 167-211, on p. 180 f. and p. 211. 

7 See Tobia Bezzola, „Die Selbstschauung ‚Ich’: Ernst Machs paranoisch-kritischer Beitrag zur Geschichte des 

Selbstporträts“, in: Harald Szeemann (ed.), Austria im Rosennetz, Vienna 1996, p. 165-170. 

8 Heinrich Lübbe, „Positivismus und Phänomenologie: Mach und Husserl“, in: ders., Bewußtsein in Geschichten: 

Studien zur Phänomenologie der Subjektivität, Freiburg 1972, pp. 33-62, quote on p. 60. 

9 Manfred Sommer, Evidenz im Augenblick: Eine Phänomenologie der reinen Empfindung (Frankfurt am Main: 

Suhrkamp, 1996), p. 24-25. 
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drawing from the right.10 It only seems that this hand is a prosthesis of the observer. In reality, 

it pushes him off to the side. The drawing hand is the basis for an interesting circularity. The 

person lying down does not only see himself, but at the same time he is drawing himself while 

looking down along his stretched-out body. However, there is no sheet visible in the drawing 

on which, if it was there, the drawing of the drawing of the drawing, etc., would be shown in 

succession. Where, on what surface, is Mach, who is lying down, doing the drawing? The 

only sheet there is the one that is in the book with the title Analysis of Sensations on which the 

drawing has been printed – hundred-fold, thousand-fold. If one takes the hand for what it is, if 

one sees it as if it were finishing the drawing while one was looking at it, then the observer 

who is lying down, the self-observer, the seeing I, is outside the paper, next to the observer, so 

to speak. The drawn body then becomes strangely flat, transforms itself into a sheet of paper 

which is bent back upon itself, rolled up in itself. It is a kind of Möbius strip on which the 

drawing body is drawing itself. A surface that, as Ernst Bloch has suggested, eventually turns 

into an abyss.11 

Deleuze's drawing takes its distance from such Escher-like effects. There is no 

drawing hand in it, on it, and no eyebrow that one would pass while looking. The perspective 

is not even exactly that of the person lying down but somewhat elevated,  from a point above 

the head: as if from a moderate aircraft perspective, shortly after take-off. In addition, it is not 

Deleuze's interest to carry out a "self-inspection," to contemplate his own or somebody else’s 

"Ego." His drawing visualizes a reality, an effectiveness that cuts across, in a different way 

than in phenomenology, the borders between subject and object, Self and Other. As the title 

says very precisely, it is a drawing of a "sickroom", i.e. of an assemblage in which subjective 

 
10 See Karl Clausberg, Neuronale Kunstgeschichte: Selbstdarstellung als Gestaltungsprinzip, Wien/New York 

1999, p. 13-16. Clausberg shows that Mach inserted the hand into the drawing only after a series of sketches. 
11 Ernst Bloch, „Selbstporträt ohne Spiegel“, in: ders., Gesamtausgabe, Bd. 9: Literarische Aufsätze, Frankfurt am 

Main 1965, p. 224-227. On this point, see also Christiaan L. Hart Nibbrig, Spiegelschrift: Spekulationen über 

Malerei und Literatur, Frankfurt am Main 1987, p. 37-39. 
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and objective, one's own body and the surrounding space, have become connected in such a 

way that one can no longer speak of S and O. This can be seen in the distortions of the walls, 

for example, but also in the fact that openness in the drawing by Deleuze is associated not 

with the body or the act of seeing but with that heterogeneous ensemble formed by the empty 

chair, the lamps, the jugs, and the drawn-up knees. In Mach, it is the eye that is open, with 

Deleuze it is the window that becomes the open eye – and at the same time the nose, the 

mouth, the lung of the room-body, the body-room: not a Machian cyclops, but also not a 

closed monad.  

 At this point Deleuze's "Chambre de malade" can be connected with other drawings – 

for example, with the partly colored illustrations that are to be found in Jakob von Uexküll's 

Forays into the Worlds of Animals and Humans. There the room of the human being, of the 

dog and of the fly are shown in such a way that in the same room only those objects are 

colored which are of  biological meaning for the human being, the dog and the fly, 

respectively. One proceeds from a completely four-colored drawing, the domestic 

environment of the human being, to a two-colored drawing in which – as the central elements 

of the fly's environment – only the glasses and dishes on the table are marked. Uexküll writes 

about this: "Every subject weaves its relationships [to the environment] like the filaments of a 

spider to certain properties of things and weaves them to form a robust web that sustains its 

existence."12  With this sentence in mind, we can say that Deleuze's drawing presents neither 

the corporeality of the author nor the room as an extension of the body, but the specific 

environment of a (human) organism in a concrete state. It visualizes a tissue of relationships 

with vital meaning into which various aspects enter such as air (the open window), light 

(again the window but also the candelabras and the lamp), water (the jugs on the windowsill) 

and, finally, the friend (the empty chair), although not as a concrete person but as a vital 

 
12 Jakob von Uexküll and Georg Kriszat, Streifzüge durch die Umwelten von Tieren und Menschen - 

Bedeutungslehre (Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1956), p. 31; color diagrams between pages 96 and 97. 
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relationship within one's own thinking. Deleuze makes visible the web of a spider waiting, 

before the vibrations begin which the body at the edge of the web will leap onto as onto a 

trapped prey.13  

The proposition that will be explained and demonstrated in what follows – reduced to 

its essentials – is that the drawings of Deleuze are concepts and, vice versa, that his concepts 

are drawings. The most important function of these concept drawings can be defined by 

making reference to art theory of painter Paul Klee: they do not present visually perceivable 

things but they make things visible.14 "Desiring machine," "bodies without organs," "rhizome" 

or other concepts that Deleuze developed (with and without Guattari) do not refer simply to 

real, existing objects but are probes, detectors, instructions for seeing, and it is only slowly 

that one learns what can be recognized by means of their help, what they show, what they 

point to. In other words, the function of these concepts is similar to the function that Marcel 

Proust assigns to his famous novel through the voice of his narrator. Deleuze's concepts 

function like the magnifying glasses “the optician at Combray used to offer his customers:"15 

They make it possible to achieve new perceptions, thoughts and even sensations, not only 

with respect to oneself (as in Proust) but also with regard to specific environments. Dealing 

with Deleuze's concepts, therefore, does not involve primarily finding out what their 

definitions are and fixing them. This can, it is true, be helpful, and Deleuze himself in many 

places in his work has attributed considerable importance to working with and reflecting upon 

concepts. Think of the "Dictionary of the Main Characters in Nietzsche" or the "Index of the 

 
13 On the body without organs as a spider in its web, see Gilles Deleuze, Proust and Signs (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2000), p. 181-182. 

14 Paul Klee, Kunst-Lehre: Aufsätze, Vorträge, Rezensionen und Beiträge zur bildnerischen Formlehre. Leipzig: 

Reclam-Verlag, 1991), p. 60. 

15 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, VI: Finding Time Again, translated and with an Introduction and Notes 

by Ian Patterson, General Editor: Christopher Pendergast (London etc.: Allen Lane/Penguine, 2002), p. 342-343.  
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Main Concepts in [Spinoza's] Ethics” which he compiled or of the Abecedary concerning his 

own philosophy which he prepared for television together with Claire Parnet.16 

As a result, one might also be tempted to create an explanatory index of Deleuze's 

concepts. But the glossaries of Deleuze's and of Deleuze and Guattari's books which have 

recently been published, and even Guattari's own attempt to explain several basic concepts in 

the appendix to Molecular Revolution,17 miss the point, which is the inner connection 

between concept and drawing, of thinking and seeing. In addition, the idea goes lost that 

ultimately it is not the concepts themselves and their definition that is important – as a 

virtuoso exercise – but the problems the activity of the formation, invention and creation of 

concepts relate to. On the one hand, Deleuze underscores that it is in fact an activity, a 

practice: "To create concepts is, at the very least, to make something."18 On the other he 

argues that this activity is not carried out for its own sake but is related to specific problematic 

contexts: "All concepts are connected to problems without which they would have no 

meaning (...)."19 This means that in what follows we will not have to follow the idiosyncrasies 

of a linguistic artist. Instead, our goal will be to address the necessity of Deleuze's concept 

creations. As we will see, even the sentence that philosophy is the art of creating concepts can 

only be understood as a concept, i.e. with regard to a problem – a contemporary problem that 

this concept gives an answer to while at the same time posing the problem anew. If one wants 

to avoid, then, treading water by simply imitating a jargon, it is on this level that one has to 

connect up with the philosophy of Deleuze. And this means, finally, that every reader of 

 
16 See Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche: Sa vie, son oeuvre, avec un exposé de sa philosophie (Paris, Presses universitaires 

de France, 1965), p. 39-44; idem, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, transl. by Robert Hurley (San Francisco: City 

Lights Books, 1988) p. 44-109; L’Abécédaire de Gilles Deleuze (Paris: Editions Montparnasse, 2004). 

17 Robert Sasso and Arnaud Villani (Hrsg.), Le vocabulaire de Gilles Deleuze (Paris: Vrin, 2003) [=Les Cahiers de 

Noesis; 3]; François Zourabichvili, Le vocabulaire de Deleuze (Paris: Ellipses, 2003); Félix Guattari, Molecular 

Revolution: Psychiatry and Politics, transl. by Rosemary Sheed, Introduction by David Cooper, Harmondsworth 

and New York: Penguin, 1984, p. 288-290. 

18 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? (above, n. 3), p. 7. 

19 Ibid., p. 16. 
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Deleuze – however closely related her or his problems might be to those of Deleuze (or of 

Deleuze and Guattari)  – has to begin her- or himself to produce his drawings and concepts 

for her or his own specific situations.  

 

* 

 

"Philosophy is the art of forming, inventing, and fabricating concepts," we read in the 

"Introduction" to Deleuze and Guattari's What is Philosophy?20 This is an irritating sentence 

and not just because it gives a warning to the philosophically half-educated, by calling up 

shreds of phrases from Kant and Hegel. If there was a choice, one would perhaps prefer not to 

be reminded of these phrases. They seem too difficult, too weighed down. But the sentence 

from What is Philosophy? can also be a cause of irritation after one has finished reading the 

book because it seems that the book brings together again precisely what Deleuze and 

Guattari attempt throughout the book to keep apart: science, art and philosophy. At the end of 

the book one thinks one has understood that the true object of science is to create functions; 

the object of art to bring forth sensorial aggregates; and that of philosophy to invent concepts. 

Each of these "disciplines" is, as the authors say, creative in its own way and none of them is 

privileged with respect to the others.21 However, the sentence quoted above calls this relation 

into question. Firstly, philosophy is directly connected to art, if not the arts. One might be 

reminded of Nietzsche here: of his "thought acrobatics," of "philosophical exercises" and of a 

philosophy that was developed in constant reference to one of the last coherent world visions 

expressed as art, the musical drama of Richard Wagner and his notion of Gesamtkunstwerk;22 

 
20 Ibid., p. 2. 

21 Cf. also Gilles Deleuze, Negotiations, 1972-1990, transl. by Martin Joughin (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1995), p. 123. 

22 See, for example, Rüdiger Görner, Nietzsches Kunst: Annäherungen an einen Denkartisten (Frankfurt am Main, 

Leipzig: Insel Verlag, 2000). 
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or one might think of Michel Foucault and his philosophical art of living, “The Care of the 

Self" and other things that have been discussed earlier in a similar context.23 

Deleuze, however, is interested in more concrete relationships. Firstly, he is not 

talking about philosophy and art as such, but above all about philosophical concepts, about 

concepts that arise along with percepts and affects: "Affects, percepts, and concepts are three 

inseparable forces, running from art into philosophy and from philosophy into art."24  This 

might mean, firstly, that a philosophical text can have an effect on us like that of a painting: 

one receives a blow, one is astounded. One is the recipient of an intense sensation. And it isn't 

simply that one has this, but one becomes it, one is absorbed into it. Deleuze put it this way in 

his seminar on November 1, 1983: "(...) the philosophical concept is not only the source of 

some opinion or other, it is the source of a very special transmission. Or: Between a 

philosophical concept, a pictorial line and a musical block of sound, there are 

correspondences, very, very interesting correspondences, which I feel one should not even 

attempt to theorize about and which I would rather call affective: the domain of affect or of 

affectivities, a domain something can leap out of, for example from a philosophical work: a 

concept, a line, a totality of sounds. Those are privileged moments."25 

What is expressed here in terms of a special type of ‘reception aesthetics’ (which is 

expressed by Deleuze in a similar way with respect to the reading of Proust)26 also has a 

productive side. In contrast with Nietzsche and Foucault, philosophy as art in Deleuze is 

closely connected with the labor of drawing. Here he comes close to Pierre Klossowski, 

 
23 Peter Gente (ed.), Foucault und die Künste (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2004). 

24 Deleuze, Negotiations (see fn. 18), p. 137. 

25 Gilles Deleuze, Séminaire "Image Mouvement, Image Temps (02/11/1983): Le Plan“. See in the Internet at: 

<http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=69&groupe=Image%20Mouvement%20Image%20Temps&lan

gue=1> (last access 10/19/2003). 

26 Deleuze, Proust and Signs (above, n. 10), p. 145f. 
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whose pictures – "canvasses of great beauty"27 – Deleuze admired. Works such as Difference 

and Repetition, Spinoza and the Problem of Expression in Philosophy and The Logic of Sense 

follow the ideal of pure textuality; but this changes both with Anti-Oedipus and after it. The 

books he wrote together with Guattari, as Deleuze himself said, can be seen as illustrated 

works. Deleuze's book Foucault, and in particular The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, 

interrupt the flow of text at certain points by drawings, which open the text to other planes 

and then continue it on these other planes. In the hand drawings that Deleuze inserts into his 

texts we encounter a body with its own ethos, its irreducible singularity.  

There is a concrete indication that it was the beginning of the collaboration with Félix 

Guattari that was decisive for this turn towards drawing and that it was also in this context 

that Deleuze's conception of philosophizing as the creation of concepts developed.28 The 

earliest point that Deleuze talks about philosophy as the creation of concepts seems to be in a 

catalogue that was published in 1973 for an exhibition of the Polish artist Stephane 

Czerkinsky. The booklet Faces et surfaces does not only contain a conversation between 

Deleuze and Czerkinsky, but also six drawings by Deleuze which together with "The 

Sickroom" were republished in 1994 in Chimères. The tone of this conversation is quite 

different from that of What is Philosophy? In 1973 Deleuze is still talking about "therrory" 

and the unconscious which has to be "violet." In response to Czerkinsky's question: "What 

precautions should be taken when producing a concept?" Deleuze answers in the manner of 

Anti-Oedipus: "You put your blinker on and check in your rearview mirror to make certain 

another concept isn’t coming up behind you; once you’ve taken these precautions, you 

 
27 Gilles Deleuze, Logic of Sense, transl. by Mark Lester, with Charles Stivale, edited by Constantin Boundas (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1990), p. 285. 

28 The path to this understanding was no doubt prepared by Deleuze's study of empiricism. In this connection 

Deleuze speaks in the introduction to Difference and Repetition of the "most insane creation of concepts ever 

been seen or heard." See Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, transl. by Paul Patton (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1994), p. xx. 
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produce the concept."29 Producing a concept is, therefore, a kind of philosophical passing 

maneuver. Philosophy is not a quiet activity undertaken in one's own four walls but a 

motorized race, best of all on a stretch of road without speed limits. That is definitely a 

different constellation than at the hour of dusk when, among friends, one asks what 

philosophy is, what one has been doing all the years. 

In a note to the high-speed answer of 1973 one can read: "Concepts are not in your 

head: they are things, peoples, zones, regions, thresholds, gradients, temperatures, speeds, 

etc."30 This suggests an idea of philosophical car-driving as a specific way of gaining 

experience: as an evocation of images, for example, which arise by means of the velocity of 

the change in position carried out by one's own body.31 At the same time Deleuze emphasizes, 

in an almost futuristic manner, the sculptural aspect of the production of concepts. For him a 

concept seems to have less to do with words and sentences than with a kind of sculpture à la 

Boccioni. But the note quoted above also refers to a scientific dimension of philosophical 

concept-creation, as we will see in a moment.  

"Philosophy is the art of creating, inventing, producing concepts." It is not only the 

identification of philosophy with art which is interesting in this sentence. One might also 

wonder whether the invention of concepts is actually something that we first and above all 

would want to assign to philosophy. At least today, philosophy is closely associated with the 

 
29 Gilles Deleuze, "Faces and Surfaces“, in: idem, Desert Islands and Other Texts, 1953-1974, transl. by Michael 

Taormina, edited by David Lapoujade (Los Angeles and New York: Semiotext[e], 2004), p. 281-283, quote on p. 

282. 
30 Deleuze, "Faces and Surfaces“ (see fn. 29), p. 312, n. 3. 

31 Simone de Beauvoir, for example, writes: "A book or a film shows me the world without me seeming to have to 

make any personal effort – I forget my own existence. In a car, I am present and I have the feeling that it is I 

myself who, by my bodily movement, give rise to the visions that are presented to me – there is something 

intoxicating about motion when it makes the flow of time coincide with the unfolding of a space rich in meaning. 

[…] As I drive smoothly along a road I am perpetually at the meeting point between memory and fresh 

discoveries; I am both memory and expectation, intensely aware of what is leaving me and of what is just about 

to come. (All said and done, transl. by Patrick O’Brian [London: André Deutsch/Weidenfield and Nocolson, 

1974], p. 213). 
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business of definitions, formalizations and deductions. It is in this sense that Deleuze and 

Guattari say that etymological exercises often degenerate into a "specifically philosophical 

athleticism." 32 Nowadays it is mainly science that presents us with new concepts. One need 

only think of "black hole," "quark," or "gene." And this is not just a common sense argument. 

With respect to French post-war philosophers, Foucault pointedly referred in the middle of the 

80's to the connection between concepts and science. As he explained in his late text "Life: 

Experience and Science" there were two basic ways of connecting to Husserl's 

phenomenology which characterized post-war French philosophy. On the one hand, there was 

the network Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, which pursued a philosophy of experience, meaning 

and the subject; on the other, there was the line Cavaillès, Bachelard and Canguilhem, who 

pursued a philosophy of knowledge, rationality and concepts.33 

It can hardly be doubted that Deleuze belongs to the latter lineage. It was Canguilhem 

who was the second advisor for the thesis on Hume which Deleuze wrote for his Diplôme 

d’Études Supérieures with Jean Hyppolite in the early 50's. In 1955 Deleuze published in 

Canguilhem's series "Textes et documents philosophiques" the volume Instincts et 

institutions.34 In the books he wrote together with Guattari he often quotes Canguilhem, even 

if he doesn't always identify his source – for example, in Anti-Oedipus, when he describes, in 

quasi-evolutionary terms, the relationship between organism and machine as a continuous one 

or, in A Thousand Plateaus, when von Uexküll's example of the tick is quoted in the context 

of affective-ethological observations about living organisms in their environmental contexts. 

In both cases one can find corresponding passages, including the bibliographic references, in 

Canguilhem's 1952 essay collection La connaissance de la vie. Further, almost all the French-

 
32 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? (see fn. 3), p. 7. 

33 See Michel Foucault, "Life: Experience and Science", in Paul Rabinow (ed.), Essential Works of Foucault, 

Volume II (New York: The New Press, 1998), p. 465-478, here: p. 466f. 

34 Gilles Deleuze, Empiricism and Subjectivity: An Essay on Hume’s Theory of Human Nature, transl. and with an 

introduction by Constantin V. Boundas (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991); idem (ed.), Instincts et 
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language biological literature that Deleuze repeatedly refers to (for example, works from 

Raymond Ruyer, Pierre Vendryès and Albert Dalcq), can be found in the commented 

bibliography of this book.35  

 Prior to Canguilhem, the historian of mathematics Jean Cavaillès, who was murdered 

by the Nazis in 1944, made significant contributions to a separation of subject philosophy, on 

the one hand, and a philosophy of the concept, on the other. At the beginning of the 30's 

Cavaillès had already come to the conclusion that Husserl's phenomenology of science, as it 

was described in detail later in the Krisis text, was too strongly influenced by Kant's ideas: as 

with Kant, in Husserl concepts and the formation of concepts were associated too closely with 

the individual consciousness. According to Cavaillès the progress of science, indeed its very 

existence, cannot be understood or reconstructed by referring to such a consciousness. In his 

eyes, science is in essence a collective undertaking that continually questions itself, and the 

meaning of the concepts that are created, used and then rejected once again in the course of 

this process cannot be determined by going back to Greek individuals and intentionalities. If 

philosophy doesn't want to lose contact here,  Cavaillès argued, it would have to accept the 

idea of an independent existence of concepts, more or less removed from isolated subjects. In 

this sense the former Brunschvicg-student  insisted that the history of mathematics is 

characterized by a “becoming” that cannot be determined in advance. Given its history, one 

 
institutions (Paris: Hachette, 1955). 

35 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, “Balance Sheet—Program For Desiring-Machines,” Semiotext(e) 2/3 (1977): 

117-135, on p. 121, and idem, Thousand Plateaus (see fn. 2), p. 257. Cf. Georges Canguilhem, La connaissance 

de la vie, Second, revised and expanded edition, 9th printing (Paris: Vrin, 1992), p. 122-127, p. 146, and p. 191-

198. For unclear reasons, this bibliography is not reproduced in the recent English translation of this book. See 

Georges Canguilhem, Knowledge of Life, transl. byStefano Geroulanos and Daniela Ginsburg, ed. by Paola 

Marrati and Todd Meyers, New York: Fordham University Press, 2008. For Uexküll’s tick, see ibid., pp.112-

113,  and Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal, transl. by Kevin Attell (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 2004), p. 45-47. Agamben refers neither to Deleuze, nor to Canguilhem. One may add, 

however, that Canguilhem refers to the Uexküll example as previously quoted in Louis Bournoure, L‘autonomie 

de l‘être vivant: Essai sur les formes organiques et psychologiques de l'activité vitale (Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de France, 1949), p. 143.  
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can say that mathematics is an "experimental" discipline. At any rate, the necessity of 

mathematical connections and the unpredictability of the development of mathematics are 

brought together somewhere else than in a Kantian subject. Therefore, in the programmatic 

conclusion of Cavaillès' work Sur la logique et la théorie de la science, which was edited 

posthumously by Canguilhem, the author says: "It is not a philosophy of consciousness but a 

philosophy of the concept that can lead to a theory of science.“36 

 The impact of such a subjectless philosophy of the concept can be found repeatedly in 

Deleuze. In fact, aside from Michel Serres, there is no contemporary French philosopher who 

has drawn so strongly on the knowledge and vocabulary of the sciences as Deleuze: whether 

it is the Belgian school of embryology with its theory of gradients,37 or the microbiology of 

the uncertain brain as it appears in Steven Rose and Deslisle Burns or, finally, the ethological 

work of William Thorpe. Even such a central concept as the "body without organs" can hardly 

be conceived of without reference to scientific knowledge. Deleuze and Guattari credit Artaud 

with the discovery of this body: "Antonin Artaud discovered it wherever it was present, 

without form or shape."38 Actually, the reference to bodies without organs as an egg that is 

shot through with gradients, was embryologically and, in general, physiologically inspired. 

And if one wants to find the originator of this concept in the sciences then in all probability 

one should not go back only to Dalcq or the Wundt student Charles Manning Child, but to 

Claude Bernard. In Bernard’s lectures on the phenomena of life that are common to animals 

and plants (which first appeared in 1878, and was republished in 1966 by Canguilhem) one 

can find the following with regard to single-cell organisms and protozoa: "It is not important 

 
36 Jean Cavaillès, Œuvres complètes de philosophie des sciences (Paris: Hermann, 1994), p. 560; 601. See also 

here Hourya Sinaceur, Jean Cavaillès: Philosophie mathématique (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 

1994), p. 24 and p. 60. More generally, see David Hyder, "Foucault, Cavaillès, and Husserl on the Historical 

Epistemology of the Sciences“, Perspectives on Science, 11/1 (2003): p. 107-129. 

37 On the history of the gradient theory see Denis Thieffry, "Rationalizing Early Embryogenesis in the 1930s: 

Albert Dalcq on Gradients and Fields", Journal of the History of Biology, 34/1 (2001): p. 149-181. 

38 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus (see fn. 4), p. 8 (translation modified). 
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whether a living being has organs or more or less distinguishable and complicated 

apparatuses, lungs, a heart, a brain, glands, and so forth. All that is not necessary for leading a 

complete life. The lower organisms live without such apparatuses, which are characteristic 

only of the luxurious organizations [of the living]."39 Around a hundred years later Deleuze 

and Guattari write in Anti-Oedipus (quoting Artaud): "The body is the body/ it is all by 

itself/and has no need of organs/[...].” “No mouth. No tongue. No teeth. No larynx. No 

esophagus. No belly. No anus."40  

It is encounters with concepts of this kind that characterize the life of concepts in the 

philosophy of Deleuze. Artaud meets Bernard. The painter Francis Bacon meets Charles 

Sanders Peirce (and Foucault) in the concept of the diagram. 41 "Thought without images" is 

the interface for an encounter between Deleuze, Alfred Binet and the psychologists of the 

Würzburg School, who already around 1900 spoke of pensée sans images.42 Deleuze also 

openly admits that he took up and used concepts that are reminiscent of the sciences or even 

used in the sciences: “black holes,” "fuzzy sets," "neighborhoods" or "Riemann spaces," for 

example. According to him, however, such concepts are not formalizable concepts of the 

exact sciences but concepts used by scientists the rigorousness of which is not directly 

scientific.43 What their rigorousness might consist of remains unclear at this point,  and this 

unclarity has led to challenges by some of the unbidden defenders of scientific reason.44 Still, 

it doesn't seem to be an exaggeration to say that the conceptual worlds created by Deleuze, in 

 
39 Claude Bernard, Leçons sur les phénomènes de la vie communs aux animaux et aux végétaux [1878] (Paris: 

Vrin, 1966). p. 151. 

40 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus (see fn. 4), p. 9 and p. 8. 

41 See Simon Ruf, Fluchtlinien der Kunst: Ästhetik, Macht, Leben bei Gilles Deleuze (Würzburg: Königshausen & 

Neumann, 2003), p. 119-126. 

42 Deleuze, Difference and repetition (see fn. 25), p. 167. On the Würzburg school see idem, "Cours Vincennes 

(04/04/1978): Kant", in the Internet at: 

<http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=65&groupe=Kant&langue=2> (last access: 03/21/2012). 

43 Deleuze, Negotiations (see fn. 18), p. 29. 

44 Alan Sokal and Jean Bricmont, Fashionable Nonsense: Postmodern Intellectuals’ Abuse of Science (New York: 
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particular after Difference and Repetition, derive to a not inconsiderable degree from science. 

In this regard his philosophy fits independently into the series of historical and theoretical 

works that Cavaillès and Canguilhem devoted to the becoming of scientific concepts. 

To be sure, Deleuze is not primarily interested in investigating the emergence and 

development of scientific concepts; nonetheless, where his works have drawn on science they 

have made an important contribution to "mediating" between philosophic and scientific 

research. When at the beginning of What is Philosophy? one reads that philosophy is the art 

of creating concepts, this is hardly a sentence that defines the radical specificity of philosophy 

in contrast to art and science. The interest here is more in describing connections, 

overlappings, "neighborhoods" between philosophy and the other two "disciplines": that is, to 

sketch a unity that had previously not been thought of or seen, but which then allows new 

differences, new lines of differentiation to be worked out. More than a differentiation between 

philosophy, science and art, the goal of the sentence quoted above is to open up a space which 

can create “unexpected convergences, and new implications, new directions, in other people’s 

work.“45 

It is from this that a first determination of what "concept" means for Deleuze can be 

attempted. Similar to Cavaillès, whose epistemological position leads us to think more in 

terms of construction than of giveness,46 Deleuze is interested in the creation, determination 

and assessment of the way in which concepts function as tools, as components of constructive 

practices. If we now take the sentence "Philosophy is the art of creating, discovering, 

producing concepts" itself as a concept, it approaches other, more well-known concepts such 

as "desiring machine." The latter fuses, as if in a coup de main, the common contrasts of 

organism and mechanism, individual and society, base and superstructure. Or take the concept 

"abstract machine", which brings together language and technology, semiotics and 

 
Picador USA, 1998). 

45 Deleuze, Negotiations (see fn. 18), p. 30. 
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materialism; or that of "fold," which enables the brain and thinking to be conceived of as 

unitied in novel ways. The dissolution of the antitheses between commonplace concepts, of 

established oppositions, that is what one might call the critical-constructive dimension of the 

conceptual work of Deleuze (and Guattari). To speak with Georges Bataille, the goal of this 

philosophy of the concept is not to put a "long coat," a "mathematical riding-coat" over 

everything, but to introduce at certain points and in certain contexts formlessnesses: not 

concretions, but abstractions, which can lead to novel concretions. Just as in Anti-Oedipus and 

A Thousand Plateaus the common concepts of capitalism and schizophrenia are transgressed 

and no longer understood as products but as processes that other products are related to, the 

statement that philosophy is the “art of creating concepts” does not serve to define philosophy 

as a product but to relate it to a more general process: to creativity, to creation or life. With 

regard to this, not only philosophy but science and art, as well, have to be determined anew in 

their respective independence. In this work of dissolution, of the crossing of boundaries, 

Deleuze's use of concepts resembles the function of the informe that Bataille praised in his 

Critical Dictionary. 47 

 

* 

 

Speaking positively, what does Deleuze mean by "concept"? The question almost gets stuck 

in one's throat, since this philosopher is not primarily interested in defining concepts. He is 

interested in the construction and functioning of them. In keeping with this, his texts define 

their concepts above all by the special use they make of concepts. In addition, Deleuze is not 

primarily interested in What? questions, but more in questions implying a dramatization: 

"Where?, When?, How many?" It is, therefore, surprising that in What is Philosophy? a 

 
46 Sinaceur, Jean Cavaillès (see fn. 32), p. 69. 
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definition of "concept" is actually offered. It reads as follows: "The concept is defined by the 

inseparability of a finite number of heterogeneous components traversed from a point of 

absolute survey at infinite speed."48 After a number of other reflections, this rather complex 

statement leads us back to the "Sickroom." By means of drawing, it integrates a finite number 

of heterogeneous components: bed, chair, window, etc. Speaking of "survey" (survol), or 

overflight, even seems to refer precisely to the somewhat elevated perspective of the drawer 

of the picture. Further, "concept" is explicitly compared to images and drawings in Deleuze’s 

text – for example, when he says that every concept has "an irregular contour",49 a specific 

silhouette which is determined by the number of its components. In Deleuze's drawing this 

contour would not be formed by a single line but precisely by making visible such 

components as bed, lamp, window, water jug and chair: essential elements for the drawn 

concept of the sickroom.  

 However, the closeness of concept to the art of drawing, which appears here once 

again, is also relativized in What is Philosophy? And again, it is not only a question here of 

philosophy and art, but just as much one of philosophy and science. The overflight (survol), 

that Deleuze (and Guattari) speak of in their definition of "concept" is nothing other than a 

cerebral process, a process that Raymond Ruyer has described, basing himself on the research 

of psychologists and physiologists such as Karl Lashley, Robert Woodworth and Wolfgang 

Köhler. In his book Néo-Finalisme Ruyer explains this process (and its special form) by 

making use of a figure (Fig. 3), which in its unusual perspective reminds one of the drawings 

by Deleuze and Mach at the beginning of this essay. Again, the dominant perspective is one 

down along one's own body (although here the body is sitting, not lying down), so that the 

reader has the impression that he himself is being extended into the drawing. One not only 

 
47 Georges Bataille,  „Formless“, transl. by D. Faccini, October, 60 (1992), p. 27. For an in-depth analysis of this 

theme, see Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind E. Krauss, Formless: A user's guide (New York : Zone Books, 1997). 

48 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? (see fn. 3), p. 21. 

49 Ibid., p. 15. 
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thinks that one is seeing with the eyes of the person drawn  but also that one is looking 

through his glasses. However, here no “Sickroom” or " Self-Inspection of the Ego" is shown 

but, as the title has it: " 'My' Visual Field with Absolute Overflight."50. 

 

 

Figure 3: Raymond Ruyer, "My" Visual Field with Absolute Overflight  

 

In Ruyer’s visual field there are the objects on a table with a chessboard pattern (an 

ink-well, a sheet of paper, a book), the body dressed in a suit (seen from the head down), as 

well as parts of the frame of the glasses. Because the glasses extend into the visual field it 

seems that Ruyer's drawing is closer to Mach's than to Deleuze's. Does this confirm a 

closeness to phenomenology, which Merleau-Ponty believed he could recognize in the 

 
50 Raymond Ruyer, Néo-Finalisme (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1952), p. 101. 
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“profound” writings of Ruyer?51 Hardly, since with his explanations in the text Ruyer 

relativizes his drawing to such a degree that it is much closer to the Deleuzian concept of a 

room than to the Machian view of the "Ego." The survol absolu that interests Ruyer 

categorically excludes a position from which the visual field could be observed, i.e. the visual 

sensations of a subject, regardless of whether it was one's own or that of another person. 

Ruyer's drawing places the observer in a fictive, almost fantastic position. As the 

accompanying text explains, the drawing is intended to clarify the idea that on the level of 

sensations there is and can be no observer. In other words, for Ruyer it is clear that no 

"transcortical" inspector exists who observes the images projected into the brain – that is, 

there is no subject inside one's own body that relates to the brain as to an object. If one were 

to assume there were such a subject, one would fall into an infinite regress – an argument that 

can also be found in recent brain research, e.g. the work of Gerard Roth.52 According to 

Ruyer, order, unity and consciousness are primary properties of the cerebral processes 

themselves, i.e. these processes don't have to be observed with respect to such properties. 

They are inscribed into the brain tissue itself – although not in any way that can be easily or 

precisely localized. "Topics and meanings" which, according to Ruyer, are decisive qualities 

of conscious experience are, as he says, "in principle not localizable".53 They exist outside the 

space-time plane, at least insofar as one considers this plane to be a totality of fixed, solid 

bodies next to each other in which actions are transmitted stepwise from one point to another. 

Cerebral space is the exact opposite of the chessboard-like space formed by the table: it is not 

 
51 Cf. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, Followed by Working Notes, ed. by Claude Lefort, 

transl. by Alphonso Lingis (Evanston: Nothwestern University Press, 1968), p. 194. See also Serge Valdinoci, 

"Vers l’autre démarche: Ruyer, Merleau-Ponty, Deleuze, in: Louis Vax and Jean-Jacques Wunenburger (eds.), 

Raymond Ruyer: De la science à la théologie (Paris: Éditions Kimé, 1995), p. 198-209. 

52 Gerhard Roth, Das Gehirn und seine Wirklichkeit: Kognitive Neurobiologie und ihre philosophischen 

Konsequenzen (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1997), p. 99. 

53 Ruyer, Néo-Finalisme (see fn. 46), p. 49. 
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an adjacency of separate elements but a flexible totality in which everything is bound to 

everything else.  

 With Ruyer the circularity of Mach's drawing undergoes a revealing interruption, an 

opening. Ruyer's drawing acquires its actual meaning from its ‘ground,’ i.e. from the paper as 

a surface. It is the paper's surface that shows the observer that a totality of visual sensations in 

the brain becomes a kind of absolute surface, a surface which, so to speak, is viewed and 

scanned as a whole and without a third dimension, which observes itself (without eyes) and is 

nowhere lost to sight. Instead of excluding the observer from the drawing Ruyer allows him to 

become the surface the drawing is being done on. It is to this surfaceness that Ruyer attributes 

a fundamental property of consciousness – and, at the same time, it is its essential paradox. 

What we call consciousness or the self is present at all points of "my" field of view, observing 

this field but not, however, the way a reader observes illustrations in a book. It flies over this 

field but not the way a pilot crosses a landscape. Rather, the flight of consciousness is written 

from the outset into the texture of the sensation. It is an absolute overflight, without an 

external point of perspective, without a subject – which means without an actual flying over. 

The survol absolu, therefore, has nothing to do with space, but with time. In an absolute 

surface there is no route to follow, no stations to pass through, no actual distances to be 

traversed. Everything becomes a question of high, of infinite, speeds. Which brings us back 

once again not only to the philosophical car-driver of 1973 but also to What is Philosophy? 

from 1991. For here Deleuze and Guattari expand on their definition of concept with the 

following note: "[…] the concept is an act of thought, it is thought operating at infinite 

(although greater or lesser) speed."54  

What then is a concept according to Deleuze and Guattari? A half cerebral, half drawn 

event, one might want to say: a drawing in the brain, a drawn brain. On the one hand, a 

concept cannot be thought independently of the perceptions and sensations it is extracted from 

 
54 Deleuze and Guattari, What is philosophy? (see fn. 3), p. 21. 
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– where perceptions and sensations are, however, not perceived, noted and summed up from a 

neutral, higher perspective but derived from the topics which, so to speak, are implied in the 

perceptions and sensations themselves, as in the paper that bears the drawing by Ruyer. But a 

concept does not only sum up. It has an effect in turn on perceptions and sensations, changing 

or producing them – like a drawing whose perspectives and contours open states of affairs to 

view that have not been seen before or, at least, not been seen in that way. Outside the 

drawing things, objects or connections become visible which previously were completely 

unfamiliar. Seen in this way, concepts in the sense of Deleuze (and Guattari) express the 

double-sidedness of the relationship concept/percept.  

One would like to speak here of a kind of new pragmatism of the concept. Like 

Deleuze, William James, for example, also proceeds from the idea that concepts do not only 

issue from percepts they have been "distilled" out of, but that they lead back to percepts, that 

is, that they unfold their full value only when they are combined with perceptual realities: 

"Concepts not only guide us over the map of life, but we revalue life by their use."55 With 

concepts we visit what is absent, we encounter what is distant, actively enter upon this or that 

path, orient our experience or allow ourselves to be shown what the goal of our experience 

is.56 James also explicitly conceives of concepts as visual events, as pictures and maps of 

relations. "Philosophy Paints Pictures", was his title for the introduction to his late, unfinished 

work on the One and the Many,57 and the same sentence could also be used as a title for the 

last book by Deleuze and Guattari. But  the productive, "sculptural" nature of concepts was 

also emphasized elsewhere, by a philosopher who is perhaps even more familiar to Deleuze. 

Georges Canguilhem, who in turn was closely associated with Cavaillès, described it in his 

book on the formation of the concept of reflex. At the end of an investigation that goes back 

 
55 William James, Some Problems of Philosophy: A Beginning of an Introduction to Philosophy (Lincoln, London: 

University of Nebraska Press. 1996). p. 71. 

56 Ibid., p. 64 

57 William James, Manuscript Essays and Notes (Cambridge, London: Harvard University Press, 1988), p. 3-6. 
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to ancient medicine and traces the first formulation of this concept not back to Descartes’ 

mechanistic philosophy (as is usually the case) but to the writings of the vitalist Thomas 

Willis, Canguilhem writes: "By 1850 the concept of reflex had become inscribed in books and 

in the laboratory, in the form of exploratory and demonstration equipment which had been 

built for this concept and which, without it, couldn't have existed. The reflex has stopped 

being simply a concept and has become a perception. It exists because it allows objects to 

exist that it makes understandable."58 From the perspective of Canguilhem's technological 

vitalism, therefore, concepts are "phenomeno-techniques",59 tools which for this very reason 

can connect up with other instruments and machines, actually creating what they designate. 

Similarly, concepts with Deleuze are to be understood as means of production. They don't 

represent something given, they don't simply depict givens, but reveal new types of facts by 

constructing together with other "machines" (texts and drawings, but also photographs, films 

and sound recordings) what they refer to. The creation of concepts comes down here to a 

production of experiential events. 

It seems that at least two objections can be raised to defining the concept as a partially 

drawn, partially cerebral event. One is that it is an example of aestheticism. If "concept" is 

identified with drawings as such, then every drawing has to be seen as a concept. Why should 

we then read philosophical texts? This is, it seems, how the Deleuze commentaries of Alain 

Badiou are to be understood. Despite the egalitarian pronouncements made in What is 

Philosophy? with respect to science, philosophy and art, according to Badiou the book 

suggests a hierarchy in which art is at the pinnacle. Only then does philosophy come.60 

 
58 Georges Canguilhem, La formation du concept de reflexe aux XVII et XVIII siècles. Second revised and 

expanded edition (Paris: Vrin, 1977), p. 161. 

59 On this notion, see Gaston Bachelard, Le rationnalisme appliqué, 3rd ed. (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 

1998). 

60 Alain Badiou, "Zwei Briefe an Gilles Deleuze“, in: Friedrich Balke and Joseph Vogl (eds.), Gilles Deleuze: 

Fluchtlinien der Philosophie (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1996), p. 243-251, here p. 247. More generally, 

see Badiou, Deleuze: The Clamor of Being, translated by Louise Burchill (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
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The second objection that can be made with respect to such a definition of concept is 

that it is scientistic, that it is an instance of neurological reductionism. The nature of the 

concept and how it is formed is deduced by Deleuze and Guattari at least in part from 

assumptions as to the activity of the brain and the nervous system. This would seem to make 

Deleuze and Guattari dependent upon the current stage of development of brain research. 

Philosophy, then, would come to occupy a weak, defensive position with respect to science, 

since it leaves to science the ultimate right of determination in a point that is central for 

philosophy. 

Both these objections, however, are not particularly pertinent. In a word, they manifest 

themselves on a level that does not do full justice to Deleuze (and Guattari). This can be seen 

more clearly when, in conclusion, a further definition of concept from What is Philosophy? is 

taken into consideration. "All concepts are connected to problems without which they would 

have no meaning and which can themselves only be isolated or understood as their solution 

emerges."61   What this means can be made clear by coming back to two concepts for which 

Deleuze and Guattari have become especially well-known: desiring machine, machine 

désirante, and body without organs, corps sans organes.  

 As has already been suggested above, on a formal level "desiring machine" served as 

if in a coup de main to fuse pairs of opposed concepts: organism and mechanism, individual 

and society, base and superstructure. That is the external, functional feature of this concept. 

The problem which turns it into more than simply a corrosive, "formless" formula can be 

presented as follows: How can one act theoretically and practically in a discourse situation 

which is dominated by an alliance between structuralist Marxism and structuralist 

psychoanalysis, in which, on the one hand, every dimension of true desire is excluded from 

societal life and, on the other, an increasingly formalized understanding of language is being 

 
Press, 2000). 

61 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? (see fn. 3), p. 16. 
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developed which leaves no room for other forms and matters of expression? In this situation 

the concept of desiring machine provided a way out since it confronted (not only in terms of 

content) the structuralist standpoints mentioned above with a different conception which 

reconnected the debates on social matters with concrete situations, explicitly allowing other 

semiotic regimes than the spoken and written word. At the same time, the concept of desiring 

machine was itself embedded in a discourse whose form at least in part already expressed its 

contents. Anti-Oedipus cultivated an anti-style directed against the disciplined type of writing 

common in both philosophy and the humanities. Not only were voices and songs brought into 

the text, but paintings, drawings and complex diagrams. One can doubt, however, that the 

concept "desiring machine" eventually delivered an opening of perspectives. It is not for 

nothing that in A Thousand Plateaus the concept agencement, assemblage, appears more or 

less precisely in its place, since the machine concept was too often (mis)understood 

mechanistically.  

In contrast, "body without organs" can be found in both volume 1 and volume 2 of 

Capitalism and Schizophrenia. The problem that this concept was a response to can be 

described as follows: How can one think about a body without reasoning backwards from its 

developed state, from what is finished, to what is in the process of development? 

Psychoanalysis and phenomenology proceed from complex body organizations: from the 

finished adult, from a conscious corporeality. Where they speak of developments from early 

or minor modes of bodily experience these are measured by their final form and found 

deficient with respect to them. Deleuze and Guattari, therefore, undertake to conceive of the 

body before its expansion, as an egg or a cell, and to trace the existence of this kind of body to 

concrete experiences. By doing so they point the way to considering experiences of 

organlessness not as a lack but as a clue to the foundation of bodily experience as such: as a 

rustling, a breathing, a circulation of blood. By this means the body is freed of images (in this 



28 

sense the expression "imageless body [corps sans image]"62 is also used). Its essence can no 

longer be "seen" but can only be approximately approached by means of continual 

experimentation, as a temporary condition, an intensity. In addition, a shift occurs here from 

the visual register to the auditory one. In A Thousand Plateaus this becomes clear not least 

with reference to Artaud's experimental radio program Put An End to God's Judgment. Put 

otherwise, the body is understood more temporally than spatially, not as time which is bound 

to individual organs but as a duration deeply embedded in the organism.  

 This provides a rough idea, at least, of the level on which the problem of concept 

creation originally existed for Deleuze and Guattari. In the 1970's and 1980's this problem 

was nothing less than the position occupied by philosophy in a developed society as opposed 

to that of the humanities. How should the philosopher relate to sociology, psychoanalysis, to 

linguistics? It is interesting to note that this question posed itself to Deleuze not only 

theoretically but practically, i.e. in the form: How do I cooperate with an Other who is well-

versed in both psychiatry and psychoanalysis? How do I write a book together with him? That 

it's during this time that the idea first arose that the task of philosophy was to create concepts 

can be understood as an answer to this problem and, even more concretely, as a result of 

cooperating with Guattari. Criticism of the dominance of a generalized linguistics of the 

signifier led not only to a theory of different semiotic materials (a theory that to this day has 

hardly been utilized), but also to a search for other forms of expression, forms that had 

already been in part "prefigured" by Lyotard in his book Discours, Figure,63 and which over 

the following years Deleuze and Guattari filled and developed in their own manner: by 

integrating paintings, photographs and sketches into their texts – not as ornaments but as 

concrete materials of the investigation (the photographs in Kafka, Bacon's paintings), and also 

 
62 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus (see fn. 4), p. 8. 

63 Jean-François Lyotard, Discours, Figure (Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 1971). 
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in terms of method, as a tool of analysis (for example, the sketches of the despotic regimes of 

signs in A Thousand Plateaus). 

 In the 1990's the situation apparently changed for both the philosopher Deleuze and 

the psychoanalyst Guattari. The problem now was no longer the relationship of philosophy to 

the humanities but the localization of philosophy and the sciences humaines with respect to 

those sciences that people have become accustomed to calling "hard." The latter have not only 

continued to create new concepts but attempt, as well, to exercise an increasing right to 

determine the meaning of concepts that  have been known and in use for a long time already, 

for example: "life," "death," "heredity," or "consciousness" and "thinking." The numerous 

borrowings that Deleuze and Guattari make in their later texts from the life sciences are to be 

understood as an offensive response to this changed situation. It consists not of withdrawing 

and going on the defensive but, on the contrary, of seeking increased contact: with neurology, 

with behavioral research, with molecular biology. However, the goal of this contact is not a 

problematic reconstruction of philosophy on the basis of scientific facts. The goal is rather to 

use contemporary scientific research and the vocabulary developed by it for participating in 

the generation of meaning and the production of concepts. An exemplary case of this is 

Deleuze's concept of folding, the fold. This concept relates not only to protein research but is 

also formulated in such a way that brain and thought can be understood together in a new, 

non-trivial manner: with respect to a continuity that runs from the convolutions of the brain, 

to the wrinkles in our foreheads, to lines on paper. In all these cases routes are traced in a 

surface under tension, an idea that Deleuze "unfolds" above all in his book on Leibniz. The 

constructive nature of these conceptual efforts becomes clear when one thinks of the 

extraordinary drawings of the brain that Deleuze has included in various of his later works – 

in the book on Foucault, for example, but also in What is Philosophy? They project a new 
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image not only of the brain – one that contrasts clearly with the colored images in popular 

scientific magazines – but of thinking as well.64 

Perhaps it is at this point that, beyond all the divergences between them, the strongest 

convergence between Deleuze and Foucault can be found. They meet as radically 

contemporary philosophers, as working on and with the actuality of the present. However, 

they do so in different directions. Where the one finds the material for his analysis of the 

present in the discourses of history, reworking it to fictions,65 the other discovers his material 

in the sciences, transforming it into unfamiliar notions and concepts.  

With respect to science, philosophy – similar to art – is needed as a power that can 

create a different, a possible nature and a different, a possible life: this is not recreating what 

is visible but making visible. In this sense the production of drawings and concepts, even – or 

perhaps precisely – when it is done as manual and mental work in open rooms, is a 

constructive activity. The goal here is not to determine what exists as positive fact; but it is 

also not to “see” the essence of given appearances. Beyond positivism and phenomenology 

one has to work on the objectivization of the subjective and the subjectivization of the 

objective, on revealing zones of perception and sensation that make thinking possible once 

again because it confronts its own necessities. As Deleuze puts it in a lecture in May, 1987: 

"A creator is not someone who works for the pleasure of it. A creator only does that which he 

absolutely needs to do."66 

 

 

 
64 See the chapter on Deleuze’s “Diagrams of the Brain,” below, p. ##-##.  

65 See here Raymond Bellour, "Towards Fiction,“ in: Timothy J. Armstrong (ed.),  Michel Foucault, Philosopher 

(New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 148-156. 

66 Gilles Deleuze, "Qu’est-ce que l’acte de création ?“ Conférence donnée dans le cadre des mardis de la fondation 

Femis - 17/05/1987. See in the Internet at 

<http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=134&groupe=Conf%E9rences&langue=1> (last access: 

03/21/2012). 


