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Introduction

This thesis will attempt to extract and reconstruct an aesthetic theory from — or, more correctly, after 

— the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze. We will argue that one of the first principles of such an aesthetics 

is the formula ‘without judgment,’ which should be read as a provocative declaration of distantiation 

from what is perhaps the founding text of European aesthetics: Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment. 

Deleuze states that, rather than offering a real critique of judgment, this text ‘established a fantastic 

subjective tribunal.’1  One of the philosophical problems with Kant’s system is the ambiguity of the 

term ‘aesthetics’ which refers, on the one hand, to the science of a priori sensibility and, on the other, to 

the judgment of beauty and the creation of art through genius. For our purposes here, ‘without 

judgment’ points to a theory of aesthetics subtracted from the notion of beauty and, more generally, 

subtracted from the power of judgment that ultimately depends upon a transcendent Law. If we apply 

this formula to Kant’s schema, aesthetics is immediately reduced to the sciences of sensation and 

creation. That is, it roughly corresponds to the ancient Greek concepts of aisthesis and poiesis. And if we 

consider seriously the often neglected second-half of Kant’s third Critique — on the teleology of 

nature — as an important aspect for the study of aesthetics, we can add a third concept: phusis. Phusis, 

aisthesis, poiesis. This is, more or less, the framework the late Heidegger employs in schematizing his own 

musings on art; it is also the framework we will adopt here as we construct a post-Deleuzian aesthetics. 

Each of  these concepts will inform, in sequence, one of  the three chapters of  this thesis. 

 The term ‘cine-aesthetics’ refers primarily to two further conditions of the aesthetic theory 

being drawn-out here. First is the observation that Deleuze’s books on the philosophy of cinema 

actually thematize and put to work the most important concepts of his aesthetics. And they do this, 

more than any of his other considerations of the various arts — literature, theater, music, painting — 

in a way that comes the closest to forming a coherent system. So, while we will be analyzing all of 

Deleuze’s writings on art and aesthetics, we will generally present our findings in the language of the 

cinematic. This points to the second condition of our post-Deleuzian aesthetics. We will argue that any 

contemporary aesthetics must be thought within the frame of the epistemic regime of art, and of 

thought more generally, that roughly defines the character of our current historical moment. In line 

with the original Greek kinesis, we will label this regime ‘cinematic’ since it might be best understood by 

the ways in which the concept of movement — as well as the related concepts of time and speed — 

has shifted over the past hundred years. The cinematic, as it will be used here, defines a trajectory of 

the avant-garde that directly, albeit in varying ways, responds to the problem of movement. In this 
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sense, the cinematic does not necessarily refer to film per se but rather to a type of movement — which 

is indeed related to and, of course, includes the aesthetic qualities of cinema — that spans forms of 

art-making from late 19th century to the present day. Prominent examples of this trajectory would be 

the ‘moving pictures’ of Marey and Muybridge, the paintings of Italian Futurism, the Fluxart of Nam 

June Paik, and the recent new media art of Knowbotic Research. Despite the fact that, strictly speaking, 

film is arguably a passé cultural artifact, there is no doubt that since the late 19th-century the medium 

has irrevocably shaped the trajectory of the history of art in an ever-increasing way. The cinematic 

therefore points to the profound reciprocal effect cinema has had on the formal qualities of modern 

and contemporary art as well as to the very movement of its so-called dematerialization. That is, the 

cinematic is both a concept that might be helpful in describing the very nature of modern art and a 

manner in which we can map its historical progression. Ultimately, the cinematic offers a lens through 

which we can recast the last century of art history in a new light, dispensing with any traces of 

Romanticism as well as the easy anti-aesthetics of postmodernism. But, looking back from our current 

‘post-medium condition’ — to borrow an important term from Rosalind Krauss — the question 

should be not simply ‘What is the cinematic after film?’ but rather ‘What is the cinematic without 

film?’2  The task of the first chapter will be to address this latter question. There have been properly 

metaphysical replies to this question that point to cinematic or kinematic conceptions of phusis, that is, 

to conceptions of nature that go beyond the worn-out logics of mechanism and teleology. In this 

regard, Gilles Deleuze and Bernard Stiegler have claimed, respectively, that the universe is a 

‘metacinema’ and that life should be understood as ‘always already cinema.’3 While we touch upon this 

line of thought — which might be productively and more thoroughly developed by appealing to the 

ideas of Henri Bergson, Raymond Ruyer, and Francisco Varela — we will focus our attention on 

constructing a functional definition of the nature of the cinematic  rather than a metaphysical idea of the 

cinematic in, or indeed as, nature.

 The consonance between cine-aesthetics and synaesthetics is quite deliberate and points to our 

contention that cinematic art, following Deleuze, not only describes the simple movement of images; it 

necessarily provokes a movement in the mind as well. However, it should be noted from the outset that 

this cine-aesthetics has little in common with either the type of ‘cinesthetic subject’ Vivian Sobchack 

invokes in her book Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and the Moving Image or the more banal uses of 

synaesthesia in some recent film criticism. Sobchack relies heavily upon Merleau-Ponty in order to 

develop a phenomenological aesthetics of filmic experience, which she describes as ‘an embodied 

vision in-formed by the knowledge of the other senses.’4 Instead, we will attempt to ground our own 
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understanding of synaesthesia on a conception of sensation that pulses deeper than the Flesh and 

presents a violent affront to any configuration of phenomenological intentionality. This conception of 

sensation points to what Deleuze calls the ‘being of the sensible,’ which precedes both the subject and 

the work of art. As we shall see, he employs this concept in order to suture the two meanings of 

aesthetics as presented in Kant’s system: ‘the two senses of the aesthetic become one, to the point 

where the being of the sensible reveals itself in the work of art, while at the same time the work of art 

appears as experimentation.’5 Although Deleuze connects aisthesis and poiesis under the ‘onto-aesthetic’ 

banner of  the being of  the sensible, we will deal these two registers separately.

 In chapter two, we will analyze Deleuze’s paradoxical-sounding formulation ‘transcendental 

empiricism,’ which proposes to be an alternative to Kant’s transcendental idealism. A significant part of 

this transcendental empiricism involves a new conception of aisthesis based upon a particular reading of 

Bergsonian and Leibnizian intuition as well as Gustav Fechner’s ‘experimental aesthetics.’ Although 

Deleuze doesn’t explicate this theory of aisthesis in a systematic way, we will attempt to reconstruct it 

from various points throughout his work. What emerges is a non-Romantic theory of intuition — 

devoid of any pious overtones of Presence — that may be useful for analyzing cinematic art. In order 

to go beyond ideas concerning beauty, genius, and the ‘faculty’ of judgment — none of which are 

particularly tenable after late-19th century philosophy and aesthetics — we will develop a theory of 

aisthesis after Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism. We consider this transcendental empiricism to be a 

particular manifestation of the minor lineage of ‘radical empiricism’ from William James forward, a 

tradition which combines ideas from Hume and Leibniz in a way completely other than that of Kant. 

Fechner’s theory of experimental aesthetics ‘from below,’ which was posited in direct opposition to the 

speculative aesthetics of Idealism, will provide the basis for this Deleuzian theory of empirical aisthesis. 

Although Fechner inaugurates this trajectory of radical empiricism, he sometimes seems to naively 

disregard Kant by adopting the Platonic relation of aisthesis  to pleasure and pain as well as the Wolffian 

relation of pleasure to beauty. Nonetheless, his work paves the way for other philosophers in this 

tradition who, to different degrees, take into consideration the Kantian intervention. Fechner’s work, 

considered as a whole, helps us to re-define aesthetics as the radical-empirical science of aisthesis. His 

psychophysics was important for both the development of Bergson’s theory of duration as well as 

James’s conversion from positivist psychologist to a radical-empirical metaphysician. Bergson’s empirical 

notion of intuition, which is grounded upon a concept of time beyond the normal Kantian 

coordinates, will be then posed against the Romantic obsession with ‘intellectual intuition.’ In the 

process, we will show the common ways in which Fechner and Bergson participate in the project of 

radical empiricism, despite the latter’s critique of psychophysics. Finally, although not an empiricist by 

any standard, Salomon Maimon’s post-Kantian reading of Leibniz will also be employed to this end. 

Radical, or transcendental, empiricism is ultimately interested in neither psychological sensation, nor 
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experience, including even aesthetic or religious experience. The real objects of this science of aisthesis 

are not judgments of  beauty but psychophysical affects which touch the nervous system directly.

 While the previous chapter offers a positive alternative to Kantian aisthesis, the third one will 

attempt to conceive of a post-Heideggarian poiesis. Although Heidegger was an insightful interpreter of 

Nietzsche, and indeed initiated a major current in Nietzsche studies, there is one very important way in 

which he consciously rejects the Nietzschian intervention in philosophy. This is Heidegger’s adherence 

to a notion of truth, even though he radically rearticulates its significance. In this thesis, ‘without 

judgment’ means not only an aesthetics subtracted from the concept of beauty, but also from the 

Kantian Law — the categorical imperative — which, despite all of Kant’s efforts to the contrary, 

compelled him to resurrect the transcendent truths or ‘ideas’ of World, Soul, and God as the postulates of 

practical reason. Poiesis for Heidegger means ‘bringing forth.’ It is the unconcealing of a world and, as 

such, is strongly associated with his conception of Ereignis, or the event. It is ultimately an event of 

truth, a line that Alain Badiou continues to develop more than half a century after Heidegger’s ‘The 

Origin of the Work of Art,’ despite the real events actually taking place in the contemporary art world. 

Against Heidegger’s and Badiou’s retention of the category of truth for works of art, we will offer a 

more Nietzschean conception of poiesis as the fabulation or construction of the false. For Nietzsche, 

the whole structure Truth-Law-God has crumbled with the critique of metaphysics, leaving no 

transcendent Judge to assess the veracity of things. Art can no longer have a claim to truth, just as it 

can no longer be understood as opening a primarily visual world (Ereignis literally means ‘to place before 

the eyes’). The creation of art is rather a power of the false that attempts to erase the cliches and habits 

of the status quo. The power of the false replaces Kant’s ‘power of judgment’ (Urteilskraft) and allows 

for a completely different kind of ethics and politics than Kant’s philosophy has allowed for. Despite 

the efforts of certain Romantics, who argue that pure art is adequate to the movements of nature, our 

conception of poiesis as power of the false shows that this can no longer be the case. At the very most, 

following Deleuze, poiesis might be described as more or less adequate to the movements of a certain 

‘slice of the ‘chaosmos,’ which is itself composed of the false movements of continuous 

differentiation.6 But, ultimately, art can have no claim to truth, however you cut it.

 Finally, each chapter will end with a consideration of the cinematic art of Henri Michaux. 

Although he only produced one film, Michaux often describes his entire oeuvre — whether poetry, 

prose, ink drawings, or tachiste paintings — as ‘cinematic ... attempts to draw the flow of time.’7 We will 

build upon this sentiment and attempt to show that Michaux’s experimentation with different media 

was, in fact, motivated by the much larger aim of developing a cinematic art that adequately dealt with 

the problem of expressing time, speed, and movement, a problem which continues to define our 

historical moment according to philosophers like Paul Virilio and Bernard Stiegler. Ultimately, we will 
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argue that Michaux’s work displays the qualities of what we are calling here cine-aesthetics. And we will 

do so with the understanding that his work dramatizes certain of Deleuze’s concepts as much as these 

concepts are themselves dramatizations of aesthetic issues Michaux was attempting to express. As we 

shall see, this is not a matter of forcing a radical immanence in the relation between art and philosophy. 

There is ample evidence that shows Deleuze was directly inspired by Michaux, whose name appears at 

crucial moments in Deleuze’s philosophy from start to finish. Michaux will therefore be taken as 

Deleuze’s equal in the explication of the ideas being drawn-out here and not simply as another artist 

who illustrates Deleuze’s thought. That is, we will neither use Michaux’s art to uncritically explicate 

philosophical concepts, nor will we impose these concepts in order to neatly explain the various works. 

Hopefully, this methodology will prove to be productive in teasing out the complex ways in which art 

and philosophy inform and problematize each other on the issue of cine-aesthetics. In Deleuze’s own 

words, such an operation would not be ‘a synthesis of art and philosophy’ but rather an ‘athleticism’ of 

thought which installs itself ‘within the very difference between them.’8  At the end of What is 

Philosophy?, he posits three possible relations between art and philosophy. The first is an extrinsic one, 

which more or less follows the classical configuration of the philosophy of art: each discipline remains 

strictly within its own domain and a hierarchical or transcendent relation is established between them. 

The second is a kind of intrinsic relation where concepts or sensations are allowed to pass from one 

domain to the other — since they are no longer related hierarchically — but an absolute distinction 

between them is maintained. An example of this model would be Alain Badiou’s ‘inaesthetics.’ Finally, 

in the last enigmatic sentences of this book, Deleuze explains that there is a third, albeit quite rare, 

relation in which each discipline encounters the other in a way that irrevocably changes its coordinates. 

This is possible because, at the level of the ‘chaos’ into which art and philosophy necessarily plunge —  

at the level of pure thought, which includes the production of philosophical concepts, scientific 

functions, and artistic figures — these distinct domains become ‘indiscernible, as if they share the same 

shadow that extends itself across their different natures and constantly accompanies them.’9 

Throughout the course of this thesis, we will explore what this last relation might entail in practice. 

Ultimately, we hope to show that the same cinematic circuit — the same disjunctive line of thought — 

that connects phusis, aisthesis, and poiesis also potentially connects the movements between art and 

philosophy.
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