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2   Aisthesis in radical empiricism

Now that we have defined the nature of the cinematic, we can discuss cinematic aisthesis  and poiesis in 

this and the next chapter, respectively, which roughly map onto the domains of what Michaux has 

called pré-geste and geste. As we shall see, the moment of cinematic aisthesis is, in some ways, Deleuze’s 

equivalent to the Heideggerian encounter with nature, which compels an artist to create a work. But 

Deleuze models his own conception of the encounter on Bergson’s idea of intuition. This intuition 

should be understood as the expansion of perception beyond the normal human coordinates or, more 

clearly, beyond the scope of the phenomenological or Kantian subject. Such intuition, as Deleuze 

conceives it, has absolutely nothing to do with a Jungian notion of ‘sixth sense.’ It is also neither the 

intellectual intuition of Idealists like Schelling, nor the otherworldly imagination of Romantics like 

Novalis. Finally, if it isn’t clear reading Bergson, Deleuze makes one point explicit: intuition, like all 

perception, is false or hallucinatory and does not open us to a supposed ‘real.’ Furthermore, Bergson 

names art and philosophy as the primary modes of inquiry that are able to plunge us into intuition, but 

both he and Deleuze also seem to suggest that the usual Romantic suspects — the genius and the 

madman — might also be included on this list. Against any remaining Romantic tendencies in their 

work, we would say not only that intuition is fundamentally ‘false:’ it is something that, in a world 

without geniuses, must be induced by different technologies. That is, beyond the typical figure of the 

mad genius that we depict in our summary of Gustav Fechner, we present Henri Michaux, who shows 

how the technics of drugs or of cinematic art expand perception beyond the human. As we shall see, this 

Deleuzian encounter can be refracted into three distinct moments: sentiendum, memorandum, cogitandum.





2.1   Fechner’s experimental aesthetics and psychophysics

In 1876, Gustav Fechner — a German physicist, philosopher of nature, and founder of experimental 

psychology — published the results of his analysis of color synaesthesia as the concluding section of 

his two-volume work Vorschule der Aesthetik. Despite the facts that synaesthesia, as a literary and artistic 

trend, had been well underway since Baudelaire’s Correspondences  and that numerous cases of this curious 

‘disorder’ had been reported in the medical literature during the 19th century, Fechner’s was the only 

significant empirical study of the phenomenon until the Congrès Internationale de Psychologie 

Physiologique set up a special committee to make systematic investigations in 1890.1  Until Fechner’s 

work, the prevailing scientific view of sensory perception was based on Johannes Müller’s principle of 

‘specific nerve energies,’ itself modeled after Aristotle’s schema in De Anima, in which each of the five 

senses was restricted to its own distinct sphere of operation. Clearly the burgeoning field of a 

quantitative, empirical psychology still had much to learn about the methods of scientific research. 

Fechner’s insight into the necessity of shedding antiquated ideas that might blind empirical 

investigations — illustrated here by his interest in synaesthesia against the grain of the current 

paradigm — was the main methodological thrust of his work in general. Indeed, the provocative 

premise of his ‘Preschool’ was that aesthetics must proceed, like any other science, from the bottom 

up, by utilizing empirical data to develop aesthetic concepts inductively. ‘Whoever is searching for light 

— and pursuing the path from below is such a search — cannot seek to illuminate this path with a light 

that is already given.’2 This call for an aesthetics ‘from below’ ran straight in the face of the German 
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1  John Gage, Color and Meaning: Art, Science, and Symbolism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), p. 247. For 
Fechner’s discussion of synaesthesia, see ‘Über den Farbeneindruck der Vokale’ in his Vorschule der Aesthetik (Hildescheim: 
Georg Olms, 1978), volume 2, pp. 315-319.
2  Gustav Fechner, ‘Aesthetics from Above and from Below,’ trans. Jason Gaiger, in Art in Theory: 1815-1900, ed. Charles 
Harrison, Paul Wood, and Jason Gaiger (London: Blackwell, 1998), p. 635. Compare this to Deleuze’s definition of 
empiricism, which alludes to the ‘radical’ empiricism of William James: ‘I  have always felt that I am an empiricist, that is, a 
pluralist.... the abstract does not explain, but must itself be explained; and the aim is not to rediscover the eternal or the 
universal, but to find the conditions under which something new  is produced (creativeness).’ Gilles Deleuze and Claire Parnet, 
Dialogues II, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (New  York: Columbia University Press, 2007), p. vii. Deleuze’s 
interest in James and Fechner — and, in particular, their connection with Bergsonism and empiricism — was probably 
influenced by Jean Wahl’s first book, Les Philosophies Pluralistes d’Angleterre et d’Amérique, which includes entire chapters on 
each of these philosophers. Indeed, Deleuze specifically acknowledges his indebtedness to Wahl, who began his own 
philosophical career as a disciple of Bergson. ‘Apart from Sartre, who remained caught none the less in the trap of the verb 
to be, the most important philosopher in France was Jean Wahl. He not only introduced us to an encounter with English 
and American thought, but had the ability to make us think, in French, things which were very new.’ Ibid., pp. 57-58.



tradition of speculative aesthetics in the wake of Kant.3 However, before discussing Fechner’s Vorschule 

as the starting point for a radically empirical aesthetics, I would like to briefly outline the context of his 

work generally since, as a whole, it connects many of the issues considered in this chapter: the links 

between synaesthesia and aesthetics, between art, philosophy, and science, between Bergsonian and 

Leibnizian intuition, between ordinary and radical empiricism.

 The complex progression of Fechner’s scientific career is significant in that it is punctuated by 

moments of philosophical tension and mental crises. He is precisely the type of scientist Deleuze and 

Guattari refer to in What is Philosophy?, one who, against the grain of the accepted dogma of his time, 

was able to plunge into the unknown, return ‘with bloodshot eyes,’ and then — by establishing 

mathematical functions through ‘groping experimentation’ — consolidate a plane of immanence by 

treating it as ‘a moveable and moving ground, a field of radical experience.’4 Though he was born a son 

and grandson of church pastors, during his university years, in the midst of his medical studies and the 

burgeoning scientific positivism of the time, he became a devout atheist. He spent more than seventy 

years at the University of Leipzig, first as a pupil, then as a docent, and finally as a professor of physics. 

All this time, he was engaged in unremitting scientific labor, covering nearly all fields in an encyclopedic 

frenzy of which, in our era of increasing specialization, we have no real example. Indeed Wilhelm 

Wundt and Sigmund Freud in psychology, William James and Alfred Whitehead in philosophy, as well 

as Ernst Mach and Ilya Prigogine in physics have all testified to his profound influence on and 

inspiration for their work. However, two events — one in 1820 and the other in 1840 — disrupted and 

then completely shattered his faith in positivism and perhaps, more than his scientific education, 

defined the trajectory of his investigations. The first was an introduction to Lorenz Oken’s philosophy 

of nature by a fellow  classmate, which challenged his mechanistic world-view: ‘At once there shone for 

me a new  light illuminating the whole world and the science of the world; I was as though dazzled by 

it ... in short, I have gained at once the point of view for a great unifying conception of the world.’5 

Although he never fully subscribed to the speculative method of Naturphilosophie — and instead 

developed an empirical and inductive method adapted from his training in science to develop the 

vitalist philosophy of nature he called the ‘day-view’ — his encounter with it forever imprinted upon 

his mind the need to challenge the dogma of mechanistic determinism. Around the same time, Fechner 
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3  In the first edition of his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant conceived of aesthetics according to its etymological sense — 
aisthesis — and in opposition to the narrow  definition of aesthetics as the ‘science of beauty and art’ widely held at the time. 
(Of course, in the ‘Transcendental Aesthetic,’ sensible perception in space and time has its own ‘origin and content’ and is 
not derived from empirical sensation.) The normative definition of aesthetics crept into the second edition, where Kant 
subtly extends the domain of the aesthetic to include the critique of taste. This move paved the way for the analyses of the 
Critique of the Power of Judgment — where aesthetics unequivocally refers to the critique of beauty, the sublime, and art — 
which in no small way informed the speculative aesthetics of German Romanticism and Idealism. Against this speculative 
tradition — which includes those in the vein of ‘Schelling, Hegel, and even Kant’ — Fechner claimed that ‘what is still 
missing is an empirical foundation; and for this reason all of our systems of philosophical aesthetics seem to me like mighty 
giants with feet of  clay.’ Fechner, ‘Aesthetics from Above and from Below’ in Art in Theory, p. 634
4 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1996), pp. 41, 105
5 Gustav Fechner, Religion of  a Scientist, ed. and trans. Walter Lowrie (New York: Pantheon, 1946), p. 26



was also strongly influenced by another of his university friends, a roommate and fellow student of 

medicine who was seized by Romanticism and who relinquished his studies in favor of becoming a 

wandering poet and agitator. Fechner spoke of this encounter as ‘an epoch-making experience,’ which 

undoubtedly influenced his subsequent interest in belles-lettres as well as the birth of his alter-ego, the 

rebellious clown ‘Dr. Mises.’

 Dr. Mises was the pseudonym for Fechner’s satirical and philosophical rants — published 

alongside his properly scientific studies and translations — against the arrogant over-confidence of 

medicine, natural history, and positivism generally, as well as speculative metaphysics. The very titles 

give an indication of the humoristic tone of these publications: ‘Proof that the Moon is Made of 

Iodine’, ‘The Comparative Anatomy of Angels’, ‘Little Book on Life After Death,’ ‘Stapelia Mixta.’ The 

latter is an uneven collection of fantastic tales and Naturphilosophie satirically named — following the 

Romantic obsession with bestowing floral names upon books — after a flower, which ‘emits such a 

stench that the carrion fly lays her eggs in it quite by mistake.’6 His particular literary blend of rigorous 

science and humoristically absurd logic can be seen as a forerunner to the type of science fiction that 

would emerge at the end of the 19th century in the writings of J.H. Rosny and H.G. Wells.7 In fact, Dr. 

Mises’ satirical idea of time as the fourth dimension was appropriated by Wells in The Time Machine and 

Fechner himself figures in When The Sleeper Wakes.8  Additionally, the physicist and philosopher Kurd 

Lasswitz, who is considered the father of German science fiction, also wrote a biography of Fechner.9 

His titles — for example his last book Star Dew: the Plant of Neptune’s Moon — sound remarkably close 

to something Dr. Mises might have penned. Perhaps this humoristic, yet rigorously philosophical, 
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6 Fechner quoted in Marilyn Marshall, ‘Gustav Fechner, Dr. Mises, and the Comparative Anatomy of Angels’ in Journal of the 
History of the Behavioral Sciences 5:1 (January 1969), p. 41. Fechner sent a copy of this text to the poet Jean Paul, whom he 
deeply admired, along with a letter in which he describes himself as someone who ‘at heart perhaps sometimes does not 
truly know  what he wants ... except that, as I am aware, in all individual things I constantly search for the whole or would 
like to make them into a whole, but unfortunately I lack the inner talents for art, although I would prefer it to science.’ 
Fechner quoted in Michael Heidelberger, Nature from Within: Gustav Theodor Fechner and His Psychophysical Worldview, trans. 
Cynthia Klohr (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2004), p. 37. Other purely literary texts by Dr. Mises include his 
Book of  Riddles, which was written in rhyme and enjoyed four editions, and a more serious book of  Poems.
7  Interestingly, Deleuze was familiar with Rosny’s science fiction — which he refers to as ‘naturalism in intensity’ — but, 
more importantly, he directly relies upon Rosny’s philosophical theory of intensive quantities (developed in Les sciences et le 
pluralisme) in the last chapter of Difference and Repetition, ‘Asymmetrical Synthesis of the Sensible.’ Just to indicate the 
reception of Les sciences et le pluralisme, following its publication Rosny was placed in the most exalted company of scientists 
and philosophers in Jules Sageret, La révolution  philosophique et  la science: Bergson, Einstein, Le Dantec, J.H. Rosny aîné (Paris: Alcan, 
1924). His range of publications, like Fechner’s, testify to the slippery boundary between science fiction and the philosophy 
of  science.
8  Elmar Schenkel, ‘White Elephants and Black Machines: H.G. Wells and German Culture’ in The Reception  of H.G. Wells in 
Europe, ed. Patrick Parrinder and John Partington (London: Continuum, 2005), pp. 91-92
9  Steven Dick, The Biological Universe: The Twentieth Century Extraterrestrial Life Debate and the Limits of Science (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 227



subset of Fechner’s oeuvre might give us some clues about Gilles Deleuze’s cryptic statement that ‘A 

book of  philosophy should be ... a kind of  science fiction.’10

 By the beginning of 1840, after years of rigorous scientific experimentation and publication, 

Fechner’s growing insomnia and exhaustion became an acute crisis, forcing him to discontinue 

lecturing. The event that seemingly pushed him beyond the threshold of mental stability was the 

temporary eye damage — which amounted to prolonged retinal after-images and flickering, even when 

his eyes were closed — he incurred while staring at the sun through colored glass, apparently as part of 

his investigations into the phenomenology of vision.11  He became ‘so sensitive to light that he 

blindfolded himself and diagnosed himself as blind, ...  lost all appetite and emaciated himself to the 

point that he could no longer stand upright.... In addition to the anguish of starvation and blindness, 

Fechner was afflicted ... by worry about a mental disturbance, namely, the ‘total destruction’ of his 

‘mental energy’ — as he put it. A severe loss of thought caused him to break off all social contact. His 

main activity consisted in trying to control his thoughts. The scenario he had depicted in the Little Book 

now happened to his own mind.’12  This condition lasted until his sudden recovery nearly three years 

later.

 This traumatic ordeal is precisely the type of event that, according to Deleuze and Guattari, 

legitimates serious investigative work, whether it be in art, science, or philosophy. In all three cases, real 

thinking begins with a shock to thought which itself depends upon ‘a sort of groping experimentation 

and ... measures that are not very respectable, rational, or reasonable. These measures belong to the 

order of dreams, of pathological processes, esoteric experiences, drunkenness, and excess. We head for 

the horizon, on the plane of immanence, and we return with bloodshot eyes, yet they are the eyes of 

the mind. Even Descartes had his dream. To think is always to follow the witch’s flight.... But then 

‘danger’ takes on another meaning.... This is because one does not think without becoming something 

else, something that does not think — an animal, a molecule, a particle — and that comes back to 

thought and revives it.’13  Recollecting on his experience, Fechner admitted: ‘I was mentally occupied, 

not with thinking, but with banishing and bridling thoughts. I sometimes felt like a rider on a wild horse 
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10 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), p. xx. A few  lines 
later Deleuze states: ‘This is the secret of empiricism. Empiricism is by no means a reaction against concepts, nor a simple 
appeal to lived experience. On the contrary, it undertakes the most insane creation of concepts ever seen or heard. 
Empiricism is a mysticism and a mathematicism of concepts, but precisely one which treats the concept as object of an 
encounter.’ This important remark makes even more sense within the context of the work Fechner undertook after 1840. 
The idea of philosophy as science fiction, interestingly, brings together the three modes of knowledge Deleuze and Guattari 
refer to in What is Philosophy?: art, science, and philosophy. This ‘science fiction’ has implications not only for philosophy but 
also for science itself, especially modern physics which — lacking the empirical tools necessary for verifying complex 
mathematical models, tools that have traditionally grounded claims for a metaphysics of Truth — ultimately falls into the 
fuzzy realm of  belief.
11 Fechner was at the forefront of scientific research into the corporeality of color and vision in the wake of Goethe and 
Maine de Biran. One of his discoveries was the phenomenon now known as ‘Fechner color,’ which refers to the illusion of 
color observed while looking at rapidly moving black and white lines. See Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision 
and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992), pp. 141-149
12 Heidelberger, Nature from Within, p. 48
13  Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? pp. 41-42. The quote continues with a reference to Henri Michaux: ‘Take 
Michaux’s plane of  immanence, for example, with its infinite, wild movements and speeds.’



that has taken off without him, trying to tame it.’14  Furthermore, if we attempt to understand his 

mental collapse as a version of the ‘scenario he had depicted in the Little Book’ — a book which 

concerns the experience of the soul, particularly with regard to the expansion of consciousness and 

perception, after death — the parallels with Deleuze and Guattari’s depiction of the dangers of 

thinking are even more pronounced, although Fechner’s language is steeped in the rampant 

Romanticism of  his time:

Even in this world, at the approach of death (by narcotics, in imminent drowning, or in 
exaltation) there occur flashes of  recognition of  the spiritual meaning of  things.15

Even in this life exceptionally, in rare cases, we see the light of consciousness wander out of 
the narrower body into the wider and return again, bringing news of what happens in distant 
spaces, in distant times.16

To the subjective vision there comes a flash so unusually vivid as to bring to the earthly sense 
an impression rising above the threshold from an otherwise inaccessible distance. Here 
begins the wonders of clairvoyance, of presentiments, and premonitions in dreams.... They 
advance and surprise you with overpowering force ... really entering into you and bringing 
into your mind far more dismay than comfort.17

Subtracted from its theological resonances, Fechner’s account also sounds remarkably close to 

Bergsonian intuition, to which we will shortly turn:

Perception in you dissolves, and memory ascends from within you; your whole life of 
intuition dissolves in God, and a higher existence of recollection rises from it to God; and 
like memories in your mind, so the spirits of the other world communicate within in the 
divine mind.18

However we interpret Fechner’s traumatic experience, it unquestionably altered the trajectory of his 

career and, indeed, every aspect of his life. In 1846, he reported to the Ministry of Culture in Leipzig 

that, while his health had been restored, he felt unable to return to his previous post at the university — 

‘because neither can my eyes tolerate keen observation, nor my mind tolerate mathematical thinking’19

— and he requested permission to lecture on only philosophical topics. His appeal was granted and, 

although he was allowed to keep his title of professor of physics, as well as his salary, he was relieved of 

all lecture obligations. Fechner, free to pursue his own interests, began to publish in the creative vein of 
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14 Heidelberger, Nature from Within, p. 48
15  Gustav Fechner, Little Book of Life After Death, trans. Mary Wadsworth (New  York: Pantheon, 1943), p. 62. This statement 
is quite reminiscent of the ‘dizziness’ involved in a Leibnizian intuition of petites perceptions. Indeed, Deleuze names Fechner 
the last important figure in the tradition that develops a Leibnizian differential unconscious based upon these minute 
perceptions: ‘If I look for the lineage, it’s Leibniz who proposed this great idea, the first great theory of this differential 
unconscious, and from there it never stopped. There is a very long tradition of this differential conception of the 
unconscious based on minute perceptions. It culminates in a very great author who, strangely, has always been poorly 
understood in France, a German post-Romantic named Fechner.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 
29/04/1980,’ online at http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=55&groupe=Leibniz&langue=2. See also Deleuze, 
Difference and Repetition, p. 108 and Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Tom Conley (Minneapolis: 
University of  Minnesota Press, 1992), pp. 92-97
16 Fechner, Little Book of  Life After Death, p. 82
17 Fechner, Little Book of  Life After Death, pp. 83-85
18 Fechner, Little Book of Life After Death, p. 88. Indeed, regarding this type of shock to thought, Fechner’s language is quite 
close to Bergson’s: ‘It is impossible to be lost in external perception and to think deeply at the same time.’ Gustav Fechner, 
Elements of  Psychophysics, ed. Davis Howes and Edwin Boring, trans. Helmut Adler (New York: Henry Holt, 1966), p. 33
19 Heidelberger, Nature from Within, p. 49

http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=55&groupe=Leibniz&langue=2
http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=55&groupe=Leibniz&langue=2


Dr. Mises, albeit now with a definite philosophical thrust: first with a short sketch on naturalistic, 

empirical ethics in which he politely disagreed with Kant’s categorical imperative followed by a satirical 

piece aimed to a great extent against the negativity of Hegel’s dialectic.20 It could also be argued that 

Fechner’s two identities —  which were artificially kept apart due to the necessity of maintaining his 

reputation at the university — now became integrated into a Mises-Fechner as he increasingly 

published works, which before would have been reserved for the pen of Mises, in his own name.21 The 

only difference is that, now, all traces of sarcasm are replaced with the sober tone demanded of 

scientific research. For example the hypotheses, originally put forward in jest by Dr. Mises in The 

Comparative Anatomy of Angels — that planets are living creatures and, following Oken, that angels must 

have a spherical form — were again proposed thirty years later, this time with a straight face, in 

Fechner’s Zend-Avesta: Or Concerning Heavenly Things and the Hereafter, from the Standpoint of  Natural Science.

 In 1848, Fechner published a long piece of Naturphilosophie entitled Nanna, Or the Soul-life of Plants 

in which, as a part of his day-view  project, he tried to demonstrate that plants have souls using 

scientific and philosophical methods, namely empirical observation coupled with the logics of 

induction, inference, and analogy.22  This was the method ‘from below’ that he developed specifically 

against the speculative philosophies of Schelling and Hegel. William James, who repeatedly declared his 

indebtedness to Fechner for his own philosophical conversion, describes the day-view  quite succinctly: 

‘He was in fact a philosopher in the “great” sense.... For him the abstract lived in the concrete, and the 

hidden motive of all he did was to bring what he called the daylight view of the world into greater 

evidence, that daylight view  being this, that the whole universe in its different spans and wave-lengths, 

exclusions and envelopments, is everywhere alive and conscious... The original sin, according to 

Fechner, of both our popular and our scientific thinking, is our inevitable habit of regarding the 

spiritual not as the rule but as an exception in the midst of nature.’23 In pursuing this vitalist philosophy 

of nature, Fechner repeatedly insisted that he was not trying to provide hard scientific evidence 

concerning things beyond the realm of the given, but rather to philosophically relate these things to the 

observable. When no exact proof is available, Fechner argued, one must use substitute methods, but 
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20 On the Greatest Good and Four Paradoxes, respectively, which were both published in 1846.
21 ‘For three years, he was out of touch with the world, and when he re-emerged it was an integrated Mises-Fechner. He 
turned his efforts primarily to a systematic resolution of those broad puzzles of the world which, previously, he had allowed 
himself to touch only in jest or in miniature in the fantastic tales of Dr. Mises. As if in public acknowledgment of Dr. 
Mises’ identity, the second and subsequent editions of The Little Book of Life After Death appeared with Fechner’s own name 
on the title page. The unique product of Fechner’s absorption of Dr. Mises was the Elements of Psychophysics and the broader, 
empirically grounded philosophy of nature which he called the Day View. Dr. Mises spoke alone now  only as a riddle maker 
and a poet.’ Marshall, ‘Gustav Fechner, Dr. Mises, and the Comparative Anatomy of  Angels,’ p. 41
22  In his self-avowed book on the philosophy of Nature, Deleuze claims that plants share with humans an underlying 
inorganic life, which in plants manifests as a vibratory micro-brain synonymous with what he calls ‘soul or force.’ ‘The plant 
contemplates by contracting the elements from which it originates — light, carbon, and the salts — and it fills itself with 
colors and odors that in each case qualify its variety, its composition: it is sensation itself. It is as if flowers smell themselves 
by smelling what composes them, first attempts of vision or of sense of smell, before being perceived or even smelled by 
an agent with a nervous system and a brain.’ Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy?, pp. 211-212. The concept of 
inorganic life will be discussed more fully in the following chapter.
23  William James, ‘Concerning Fechner’ in A Pluralistic  Universe (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977), p. 70. 
Incidentally, James also wrote the ‘Introduction’ to the first English edition of  Fechner’s Little Book. 



these methods must be consistent with empirical data. According to him, this is ‘the great art of 

inferring things beyond from things present, not from final causes ..., nor from assumptions ..., but from facts.’24 

James sums up the style of  argumentation that emerges:

His earliest book was a vision of what the inner life of plants may be like. He called it 
‘Nanna.’ In the development of animals the nervous system is the central fact. Plants 
develop centrifugally, spread their organs abroad. For that reason people suppose that they 
can have no consciousness, for they lack the unity which the central nervous system 
provides. But the plant’s consciousness may be of another type, being connected with other 
structures. Violins and pianos give out sounds because they have strings. Does it follow that 
nothing but strings can give out sound? How then about flutes and organ-pipes? Of course 
their sounds are of a different quality, and so may the consciousness of plants be of a quality 
correlated exclusively with the kind of organization that they possess.... Truly plants can 
foresee nothing, neither the scythe of the mower, not the hand extended to pluck their 
flowers. They can neither run away nor cry out. But this only proves how different their 
modes of feeling life must be from those animals that live by eyes and ears and locomotive 
organs, it does not prove that they have no mode of  feeling life at all.25

In the end, whether or not Fechner succeeded in his task of convincing his reader of this day-view of 

the natural world perhaps has less to do with his methods of argumentation than with the reader’s own 

vision or belief. However, he approached the invisible world as far as was possible given his rule that 

philosophy, like science, must begin with empirical evidence. His task was not to prove that a realm 

beyond the normal functions of the senses existed — for this was already adequately known by the 

theories of electromagnetism of the mid-19th century — but rather to attempt to provide the 

philosophy of nature this new physics needed in order to create a coherent world-view. Despite the 

possible claim that Fechner’s inductive argumentation goes no further than the sarcastic hyperbole of 

Dr. Mises — and is even more laughable do to its scholarly tone — more important for Fechner’s 

radical empiricism are indeed vision and belief.26  William James claimed that ‘philosophy is more a 

matter of passionate vision than of logic ... logic only finding reasons for the vision afterwards’ and 

Fechner, as a ‘great’ philosopher, ‘is a man who doesn’t live second-hand, but who sees.’27  Indeed, 

Fechner’s rebirth as a philosopher literally began with a tremendous vision — what might be called, in 

the language of James, a mystical experience — from which he returned ‘with bloodshot eyes.’ As he 

claimed in the preface to Nanna, the direct motivation for writing the book was the traumatic physical 

and mental breakdown that occurred after his prolonged staring into the sun. The first time Fechner 

walked through the garden after his recovery ‘he literally soaked in the beauty of the flowers. He saw 
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24 Fechner quoted in Marshall ‘Gustav Fechner, Dr. Mises, and the Comparative Anatomy of Angels’ in Journal of the History 
of  the Behavioral Sciences, p. 47
25 James, ‘Concerning Fechner’ in A Pluralistic Universe, pp. 77-78
26  Of course, I borrow  the term radical empiricism from James. The idea that some concept of ‘belief ’ is required to 
support such a radical empiricism — which is called ‘intuition’ in Bergson or ‘transcendental empiricism’ in Deleuze — is 
held by all of these philosophers, in different ways, as we can glean from titles like Fechner’s Three Motives and Grounds of 
Belief (1863) and William James’s The Will to Believe (1897).
27 James, ‘Concerning Fechner’ in A Pluralistic Universe, pp. 81, 72



everything in exaggerated clarity and believed to perceive that the plants’ souls were ‘glowing.’’28 

Although the seeds of the late Fechner’s philosophy were inherent in the works of Dr. Mises, the 

movement from the Humean empiricism of Fechner the scientist to the radical empiricism of Fechner 

the Naturphilosoph began with, and was arguably dependent upon, his debilitating but ultimately revealing 

‘plunge into the chaos.’29 Incidentally, James’s own movement from his early research in quantitative, 

empirical psychology to the radical empiricism and pantheistic metaphysics of the final years began 

with his growing interest in abnormal states of consciousness and psychical research after the 

publication of his Principles of Psychology. These new interests were, in part, influenced by the work of 

Henri Bergson but, perhaps more than this, they were directly motivated by the hallucinatory visions he 
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28 Heidelberger, Nature from Within, p. 54. Fechner recalled his emergence from blindness and mental instability in almost 
manic terms: ‘I felt that I in part possessed extraordinary psychic and physical powers, and in part was on my way toward 
achieving them, that the whole world now  appeared to me in another light ... the riddles of the world seemed to reveal 
themselves; my earlier life had been extinguished and the present crisis seemed to be a new birth.’ Ibid., p. 49. Interestingly, 
the first major impression of Aldous Huxley’s famous mescaline trip in 1953 was that of ‘flowers shining with their own 
inner light and all but quivering under the pressure of the significance with which they were charged ... and in their living 
light I  seemed to detect the qualitative equivalent of breathing — but of a breathing without returns to a starting-point, 
with no recurrent ebbs but only a repeated flow  from beauty to heightened beauty, from deeper to ever deeper meaning.’ 
Aldous Huxley, The Doors of Perception and Heaven  and Hell (New  York: Vintage, 2004), p. 7. We will turn to Henri Michaux’s 
own experiments with mescaline — and their relation to the visions of  Fechner and Huxley — at the end of  this chapter.
29 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 202. James describes radical empiricism — which he calls his Weltanschauung — 
as a ‘mosaic philosophy ... of plural facts, like that of Hume and his descendants.’ William James, Essays in Radical Empiricism 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), p. 22. As such it focuses on ‘the part, the element, the individual and treats the 
whole as a collection and the universal as an abstraction.’ Ibid. However, there is one key difference between the ‘ordinary’ or 
‘half-way’ empiricism of Hume (as well as positivistic science) and James’s version, which is signified by the epithet ‘radical.’ 
His axiom is simple: ‘To be radical, an empiricism must neither admit into its constructions any element that is not directly 
experienced, nor exclude from them any element that is directly experienced. For such a philosophy, the relations that connect 
experiences must themselves be experienced relations.’ Ibid. James claims that his empiricism differs from that of Hume insofar as he 
counts the connectedness between parts — the ‘conjunctive and disjunctive relations’ — as integral to the possibility of any 
experience at all. British Empiricism ‘has always shown a tendency to do away with the connections of things’ (Ibid., p. 23), 
but James’s attention to connection and plurality is meant to save empiricism from skepticism and the futility of attempting 
to piece things back together from a set of disjointed particulars. The transition between each seemingly discrete sense 
perception is not empty, but is made up of specific, if difficult to articulate, felt qualities of tendency and relationality. This 
is something Leibniz also explores with his idea of petites perceptions. James makes it clear that this connectivity is not a 
rationalist or supersensible concept but rather an experience of relations between terms, which was already expressed — in his 
chapter on ‘The Stream of Thought’ in Principles of Psychology — as ‘a feeling of and, and a feeling of if, a feeling of by.’ 
William James, Principles of Psychology (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981), p. 238. Pragmatically speaking, this 
feeling of relations has as much reality or ‘truth’ as the weight of a stone in your hand. Another important consequence of 
James’s axiom of radical empiricism is that it admits, not only the experience of connectivity, but also the experience of 
normally ‘hidden’ mental states, including his own drugged hallucinations as well as Fechner’s quasi-mystical revelation. 
Deleuze takes radical empiricism one step further. While James attempts to level the playing field between parts and their 
relations — in effect finding a middle ground between an overly-optimistic rationalist Unity and an overly-pessimistic 
empiricist disconnection — Deleuze elevates relations above their terms. He does agree with James’s move beyond Hume: 
‘Substitute the AND for IS. A and B. The AND is not even a specific relation or conjunction, it is that which subtends all 
relations ... empiricism has never had another secret.’ Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues II, p. 57. But he also moves beyond 
James: ‘In a multiplicity what counts are not the terms or the elements, but what there is “between,” a set of relations which 
are not separate from each other.’ Ibid. p. viii. Multiplicity is Deleuze’s word for the set of relations and their terms, precisely 
James’s ‘mosaic’ or ‘pluralistic universe.’ However, favoring relations allows us to comprehend a multiplicity in its differential 
emergence, or becoming, rather than as a mere set of inert objects. For more on differential relations, see notes 177 and 178 
below. ‘Transcendental empiricism is the term I will use to distinguish it from everything that makes up the world of subject 
and object ... sensation merely cuts a slice in the continuous stream of absolute consciousness.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘Immanence: 
A Life’ in Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 1975-1995, ed. David Lapoujade, trans. Ames Hodges and Mike 
Taormina (New  York: Semiotexte, 2006), p. 384. That the transcendental field is beyond the subject-object distinction 
relates again to James, this time to his concept of  ‘pure experience.’ See note 207 below.



experienced during his experimentation with psychoactive drugs around the same time.30  A quick 

conclusion might suggest that, in the cases of both Fechner and James, empiricism became radical after 

a visionary shock to thought, an encounter with chaos which James referred to as a ‘painful 

hyperaesthesia of all the functions.’31 In Fechner’s next major publication — Elements of Psychophysics, 

which remains his legacy today — the union of Fechner and Mises is completed, as evidenced by the 

equal weight he gives here to the ordinary empiricism of the scientific method and the radical vision of 

his day-view philosophy.32 What is even more remarkable about this text is that, with it, Fechner not 

only fulfills the role of a Deleuzian scientist who consolidates a particular section of chaos by 

establishing mathematical functions; the function he establishes is precisely one that attempts to make 

sense of  the shock to thought itself. 

 In this two-volume opus, Fechner supplied the theory and techniques of ‘psychophysics,’ which 

effectively christened the burgeoning field of quantitative, experimental psychology and laid the 

foundations of modern neuroscience.33  By psychophysics, Fechner was really referring to the neural 

processes, as yet unobserved, that lie between stimulus and sensation. He did not consider the lack of 

knowledge concerning the precise nature of these processes to be an obstacle to his investigations 

since, ultimately, the shock of sensation is felt physically as a kind of vibration which could be 

quantitatively determined.34 Unlike the positivists who reduced mental sensations to mere epihenomena 

of physical events, Fechner broadly followed Spinoza in treating mind and body — or, more precisely, 

thought and extension — as different attributes of the one and only substance. However, utilizing the 

positivists’ scientific method, he attempted to establish an exact and direct relationship between them.35 
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30 That is, circa 1890. For James these substances, notably nitrous oxide and mescaline, ‘stimulate the mystical consciousness’ 
and with them one can ‘have a genuine metaphysical revelation.’ William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), p. 307. For in-depth analyses of James’s conversion from positivism to radical 
empiricism see Eugene Taylor, William James on  Consciousness Beyond the Margin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996). 
Interestingly, it is also around this time that James began to take Fechner’s work seriously; in his Principles of Psychology, for 
example, he all but dismissed Fechner’s psychophysics. However, Fechner’s word-view  ultimately became attractive to James 
— and his own burgeoning philosophy of a pluralistic, radical empiricism — because it could accommodate the 
accumulating evidence of other forms of consciousness provided by psychopathological, psychical, and mystical experience, 
including especially his own experiments with drugs. These experiences ‘establish, when taken together, a decidedly 
formidable probably in favor of a general view of the world almost identical with Fechner’s.... The drift of all the evidence 
we have seen seems to me to sweep us very strongly towards the belief in some form of superhuman life with which we 
may, unknown to ourselves, be co-conscious.’ James, A Pluralistic Universe, p. 140
31 James, ‘Concerning Fechner’ in A Pluralistic Universe, p. 69
32 The idea of psychophysics as ‘a direct mathematical approach’ to psychology was, in fact, first proposed in one of the 
appendices to Zend-Avesta. See Gustav Fechner, ‘Outline of a New  Principle of Mathematical Psychology,’ trans. Eckart 
Scheerer, Psychological Research 49 (1987), pp. 203-207
33 The French positivist historian Hippolyte Taine alluded to the importance of Fechner’s achievement in the preface of his 
influential On Intelligence: psychology was now ‘a science of facts ... we can speak with precision and detail of a sensation, of 
an idea, of a memory, of a prevision, as well as of a vibration or other physical movement.’ Hippolyte Taine, On  Intelligence, 
trans. T.D. Haye (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1998), p. ix
34 ‘Whether one attributes nervous energy to a chemical or an electrical process, one must still regard it as the play of the 
vibration of the minutest atoms.... Vibrations, however, can only apparently expire by extending themselves into their 
environment ... according to the law of  the conservation of  energy.’ Fechner, Little Book of  Life after Death, p. 59
35 ‘The only difference between Fechner and Spinoza here is that Fechner is eager to discover a mathematical functional 
relation between the two sides of existence.’ Harald Høffding, History of Modern Philosophy (New  York: Macmillan, 1955), p. 
529. Fechner defines psychophysics as ‘the exact science of the functionally dependent relations of body and soul or, more 
generally, of  the material and the mental, of  the physical and the psychological worlds.’ Fechner, Elements of  Psychophysics, p. 7



In short, carrying on the tradition of Müller, Weber, and Helmholtz in sensory physiology — which 

sought to quantify anything and everything about the human brain — he sought to find a mathematical 

function that showed the precise relation between sensation and stimulus and, therefore, between mind 

and body that didn’t simply reduce the one to the other. In short, the main motivation for Fechner’s 

investigations into psychophysics was to offer another scientifically-grounded piece of puzzle he called 

the day-view, rather than establish a positivist psychology. Regardless, this is how he is remembered 

today. The logarithmic function at the center of psychophysics — which is now  known as Fechner’s 

Law — basically shows that ‘equal relative increments of stimuli are proportional to equal increments 

of sensation.’36 Central to Fechner’s investigations was rigorous experimentation which related various 

directly measurable stimuli to increments and thresholds of sensation.37  For the first time, by 

mathematically correlating mental events with physical stimuli, subjectivity is made quantifiably 

determinable. ‘Vision, as well as the other senses, is now describable in terms of abstract and 

exchangeable magnitudes. If vision previously had been conceived as an experience of qualities (as in 

Goethe’s optics), it is now a question of differences in quantities.’38  This ‘confusion of quality with 

quantity’39 is at the heart of Bergson’s forceful critique of Fechner. Bergson’s theory of duration — and 

by extension his entire philosophy — is built upon this critique, which was put forth in the first chapter 

of his first book. In the last analysis, Bergson’s philosophy has much more in common with Fechner’s 

vitalist world-view and radical empiricist method than his critique would admit.

 It should now be clear that Fechner helps us make sense of Deleuze’s imperative that philosophy 

should be a kind of science fiction for which ‘empiricism is a mysticism and a mathematicism of 

concepts.’40 One’s allegiance to this imperative is registered by the extent to which one has pushed the 

limits of radical empiricism down to the very depths of the chaosmos. In short, one’s vision legitimates 

this task more than disciplinary rigor even though, for both Deleuze and Fechner, disciplinary rigor is 

quite necessary up to a certain point. For example, after taking great pains in separating art, science, and 

philosophy as distinct modes of knowledge, Deleuze and Guattari claim that ultimately there is an 

undecidable point at which these three disciplines meet. Although they

are still distinct in relation to the cerebral plane, they are no longer distinct in relation to the 
chaos into which the brain plunges. In this submersion it seems that there is extracted from 
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36 Fechner, Elements of  Psychophysics, p. 54
37 Fechner adopted the important notion of a threshold of sensation — which we will come back to in our discussion of 
Leibniz’s petites perceptions — from the Idealist philosopher and psychologist Johann Herbart. In many ways Fechner loathed 
Herbart for perpetuating the kind of speculative psychology he was trying to discredit. However, in addition to supplying 
Fechner with the Leibnizian idea of threshold, Herbart made mathematizing the mind somewhat respectable, paving the 
way for his psychophysical research in the first place.
38 Crary, Techniques of  the Observer, p. 147
39 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, trans. F.L. Pogson (New  York: Dover, 
2001), p. 74
40  Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. xx. Here, mysticism should not be understood in the naive or Romantic sense of 
merging with a greater Whole, since ‘even Descartes had his dream.’ Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 41. But 
neither should it be confused with the ‘oceanic feeling’ of Freud’s primary narcissism or the later Lacan’s non-phallic 
jouissance. Rather, it acknowledges the existence of a plurality of worlds, or durations, as seen in the self-induced ‘anesthetic 
revelations’ of William James, the ‘experimental schizophrenia’ of Henri Michaux, and the ‘active mysticism’ of Bergsonian 
intuition.



chaos the shadow of the ‘people to come’ in the form that art, but also philosophy and 
science summon forth: mass-people, world-people, brain-people, chaos-people — 
nonthinking thought that lodges in the three.... It is here that concepts, sensations, and 
functions become undecidable, at the same time as philosophy, art, and science become 
indiscernible.41

The message is basically something like this: one must initially rely upon a specific set of disciplinary 

techniques, pushing them to the extent that empiricism becomes radical. After one arrives at the 

smooth space of chaos — a place where disciplinary boundaries dissolve since the techniques that 

defined them have now been exhausted — and returns ‘with blood-shot eyes,’ one joins the disjunctive 

community of  ‘chaos-people’ for whom it is now possible to say:

We are well aware, unfortunately, that we have spoken about science in a manner which was 
not scientific. The time is coming when it will  hardly be possible to write a book oh 
philosophy as it has been done for so long: ‘Ah! the old style...’. The search for new means of 
philosophical expression was begun by Nietzsche and must be pursued today in relation to 
the renewal of certain other arts, such as the theatre of the cinema.... the history of 
philosophy would play a role roughly analogous to that of  collage in painting.42

This is the context within which we must understand Fechner’s multifarious albeit rigorous scientific 

career, punctuated as it was by encounters with philosophy and (literary) art as well as with the 

visionary event that traumatized him for nearly three years. This is also the context in which we can 

now begin to understand his contribution to aesthetics.

 Fechner’s Vorschule der Aesthetik not only supplies the first scientific analyses of synaesthesia; in it 

he also offers, for the first time in the history of philosophy, a theory of aesthetics based upon an 

empirically-grounded aisthesis. This aesthetics ‘from below’ was developed in direct contrast to the 

speculative and normative aesthetics dominant in Germany at the time, which was concerned mainly 

with those aesthetic forms that truly represented the metaphysical value of beauty and which therefore 

had to appear as beautiful to a cultivated and erudite mind. However, Fechner was also unimpressed 

with the aesthetics of the British Empiricists who, although they pursued the path from below, 

remained ‘trapped in particularities, one-sidedness and viewpoints which possess only subsidiary value 

and compass.’43 The Empiricists were not overly concerned with metaphysical investigations into the 

nature of taste and showed a much more relaxed attitude towards the variety of aesthetic experience. 

For them, rather than being an objective or Ideal form, the beautiful was completely subjective. 

According to Hume, ‘Beauty is no quality in things themselves: it exists merely in the mind which 
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41  Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 218. In a certain way, this statement sums up the entire ethico-aesthetic 
trajectory of Deleuzian thought. One has a vision of the chaosmos and return with bloodshot eyes — aisthesis. One then 
creates a concept, a sensation, a function — poiesis — and joins the disjunctive community (i.e., multitude) of seers. These 
brain-people and world-people ‘to come’ are precisely what Henri Michaux calls the ‘artists of the future ... who see before 
others have seen ...  [and who] find the terrain to carry out a life, another life in the making, a new  life ... another world.’ 
Henri Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, trans. Richard Sieburth (Milan: Skira, 2000), p. 52
42 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. xxi. This moment of aisthesis, defined as a radical shock to thought, replaces the need 
for the Romantic genius, even though Deleuze sometimes (regrettably) refers to these figures as ‘hybrid geniuses.’ Deleuze 
and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 67
43 Fechner, ‘Aesthetics from Above and from Below’ in Art in Theory, pp. 633-634



contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different beauty.’44 This whimsical and utterly relativized 

definition of beauty belies the discussions concerning taste in 18th century England, since the standard 

of ‘refined taste’ was ultimately determined by ‘true critics.’ That is, what probably amounts to nothing 

more than social constructions — the true and the beautiful — are here morally, rather than 

metaphysically, justified. Therefore, aesthetics in both German Idealism and English Empiricism 

ultimately amounts to the same thing, despite the fact that the latter allows for differences in the 

experience of beauty: a given standard of taste can be used to make aesthetic judgments and, ultimately, 

philosophy remains nothing but a mouthpiece for the status quo.  

 Fechner was too committed to the rigors of his scientific method ‘from below’ to subscribe to 

either -ism and, therefore, his empirical aesthetics represents a clean break with the aesthetic tradition 

in its entirety.45  He relied upon psychophysics, as well as analyses being developed in positivist 

psychology and sociology at the time, to establish empirical and statistical proof concerning that which 

is pleasurable and displeasurable. From this empirical ground, he thought that a meaningful aesthetic 

theory could be developed by ‘increasingly generaliz[ing] these laws thereby arriv[ing] at a system with 

the greatest possible universality.’46  This is the sense in which Fechner’s empirical aesthetics can be 

thought of as a ‘preschool:’ ‘There can then be a philosophical aesthetics of a higher order in relation 

to empirical aesthetics, just as there can be a philosophy of nature which is higher than physics and 

physiology.... However, what is still missing is just this empirical foundation; and for this reason all of 
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44  David Hume, ‘Of the Standard of Taste’ in Selected Essays, ed. Stephen Copley and Andrew Edgar (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1998), p. 136
45  Fechner was widely criticized and even ridiculed for questioning the competence of the experts of the true and the 
beautiful. For example, even as late as 1917, one philosopher sneered at the ‘ridiculous’ attempt to establish aesthetic laws by 
analyzing ‘the aesthetic feelings of young children, Senegal negroes, and similar representatives of culture.’ Fritz Medicus, 
Grundfragen der Ästhetik. Vorträge und Abhandlungen  (Jena: Diderichs, 1917), p. 99. We could interpret Fechner’s psychophysical 
aesthetics — and indeed the entirety of his later work — as ‘nomad science’ which, according to Deleuze and Guattari, is 
opposed to ‘State science’ in two ways. First, it no longer functions as an autonomous, hermetically-sealed discipline since 
such disciplinarity only makes sense on the ‘cerebral plane’ of State science and not on the ‘chaos plane’ of nomad science 
where art, philosophy, and science are ultimately indiscernible. Second, it follows the course of its research without regard 
to State-sanctioned morality and publishes its results despite the possibility of going against the grain of the status quo. 
‘Nomad sciences do not destine science to take on an autonomous power, or even to have an autonomous development. 
They do not have the means for that because they subordinate all their operations to the sensible conditions of intuition 
and construction — following the flow of matter, drawing and linking up smooth space.’ The State attempts to makes science ‘a 
strictly dependent organ with an autonomy that is only imagined yet is sufficient to divest those whose job it becomes 
simply to reproduce or implement all of its power.’ Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian 
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), pp. 373, 368. In Fechner’s case, his position at the fringes of 
the State-run university structure — which was conceived by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the early 19th century in order to 
re-orient science towards the ‘spiritual and moral training of the nation’ — allowed him this freedom. Humboldt quoted in 
Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report  on Knowledge, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 32
46 Fechner, ‘Aesthetics from Above and from Below’ in Art in Theory, p. 633. His aesthetic research consisted in collating 
psychophysical data from people of different ages, educational backgrounds, and characters specifically avoiding ‘those 
persons whom we thought capable of having good taste.’ In one experiment, the subjects were asked to report on ‘the 
pleasantness of proportions among ten different quadrangles. The peak of pleasingness was found with the golden section 
rectangle (35%).’ What has been deemed a standard, and even Ideal, form beauty throughout history has been reduced by 
psychophysical aesthetics to a mere percentage. Gustav Fechner, ‘Various Attempts to Establish a Basic form of Beauty: 
Experimental Aesthetics and the Golden Section,’ trans. Holger Höge, Empirical Studies of the Arts 15:2 (1997), p. 123. This 
article is a translation of  Chapter XIV of  Fechner’s Vorschule der Aesthetik.



our systems of philosophical aesthetics seem to me like mighty giants with feet of clay.’47 To Fechner’s 

mind, the discipline of aesthetics needed the same empirical and inductive approach as did his vitalistic 

philosophy of nature. He was not interested in contributing to the endless debates — whether 

metaphysically or morally motivated — concerning the correct determination of art, genius, the 

beautiful, the sublime, the agreeable, or the good. The precise definition of these terms must be 

decided only after careful consideration of the empirical evidence, which had yet to be fully established. 

He did however adopt a pragmatic concept of beauty — as an ‘auxiliary term’ useful only in ‘the 

linguistic sense’ — the working definition of which was everything that ‘has the property of immediately 

causing pleasure, not only after reflection or through its consequences.’48  Here, pleasure should be 

understood not as a reflective judgment in the Kantian sense (including the sensory judgment of the 

agreeable) but rather as an immediate psychophysical affect, a shock to the brain beyond judgment and 

indeed beyond thought itself. As the case of Fechner clearly shows, this shock is not always pleasurable, 

thus his pragmatic concept of beauty must remain secondary to the larger project of defining the 

parameters and potential uses of psychophysical aesthetics.49 In short, Fechner’s work considered as a 

whole helps us to re-define aesthetics as the radical-empirical science of aisthesis. For radical or 

transcendental empiricism, what is ultimately interesting is neither sensation, understood in its 

psychological or colloquial meanings, nor experience, including even aesthetic or religious experience. 
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47 Fechner, ‘Aesthetics from Above and from Below’ in Art in Theory, p. 634
48 Fechner, Vorschule der Aesthetik, p. 15
49  ‘Should one speak of pleasure? It was unpleasant.’ Henri Michaux, Miserable Miracle, trans. Louise Varèse and Anna 
Moschovakis (New  York: New  York Review of Books, 2002), p. 7. Fechner’s psychophysical aesthetics, though barely noted 
today, had a direct impact on art theory in the late-19th and early-20th centuries, where it was roughly defined thus: ‘The 
multiplicity of shapes and colors in a painting or of sounds in a piece of music is held together by a configuration of forces 
generated in the nervous system and reflected in the awareness of the artist and of every percipient of his work.’ Rudolf 
Arnheim, New Essays on the Psychology of Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), p. 47. It is even seen as laying 
‘the ground for what came to be known as “empathy” ... the conceptual slogan of an important school of art interpretation’ 
which included Robert Vischer, Heinrich Wölfflin, Alois Riegl, and Wilhelm Worringer. Moshe Barasch, Theories of Art 3: 
From Impressionism to  Kandinsky (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 92. But perhaps more important and lasting was his indirect 
influence, through the mediation of Charles Henry, on the symbolist and neo-impressionist artists in France and, by 
extension, the birth of the avant-garde. Henry was more a translator and synthesizer than an original thinker. Nonetheless, 
his unique blend of Fechner’s psychophysical aesthetics and Jozef Hoene-Wronski’s mystical mathematics defined — 
together with their own interest in synaesthesia and anarchism — the aesthetic of certain members of the Société des Artistes 
Indépendants. As we will see later in this chapter, Wronski also influenced Deleuze’s use of ‘esoteric’ calculus. On Henry’s 
aesthetics see José Argüelles, Charles Henry and the Formation  of a Psychophysical Aesthetic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1972) and Henri Dorra, Symbolist Art Theories (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995). Important paintings based 
entirely on techniques developed from Henry’s syncretic theory include George Seurat’s Le Chahut  (1890) and Le Cirque 
(1891) as well as Paul Signac’s Portrait de Félix Fénéon  (1890). In these works, the vibratory nature of formal elements, 
especially light, color, form, and line, has been measured and manipulated — using Henry’s theories as well as tools like his 
‘aesthetic protractor’ and ‘color circle’ — according to the desired psychophysical effect. All three represent ‘frenzied 
spectacles, supercharged displays, overpacked with acute angles and darting lines,’ freezing ‘instants from rehearsed actions, 
reducing them to sharp, flat, foregrounded codes, leg kicking up, acrobat jumping in air, fingers arching over.’ Martha Ward, 
Pissarro, Neo-Impressionism, and the Spaces of the Avant-garde (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), p. 124. Here, despite 
the depiction of chaotic and almost psychedelic scenarios, art loses its importance as a representational device altogether 
and becomes simply a vehicle utilized to capture and convey forces that can affect the mind of the viewer, leading it to 
different states of consciousness. This idea of art as a vehicle for impersonal forces and psychophysical affects is 
remarkably similar to the theory of painting Deleuze develops in his book on Francis Bacon. Art is simply one barometer 
— albeit a privileged one — that records the traces of what Deleuze calls affects and percepts, the elements of a radical 
aisthesis. A reading of Deleuze’s Logic of Sensation  — with its concepts of rhythm, color, vibration, and forces — that keeps 
in mind the history of  psychophysical aesthetics would indeed be quite fruitful.



The real object of this science of aisthesis is, as Deleuze states, precisely that which is encountered in a 

psychophysical shock to thought: ‘not an aistheton but an aistheteon ... not a sensible being but the being of 

the sensible.’50  The balance of this chapter will attempt to show how Deleuze, and particularly his 

readings of Bergson and Leibniz, allows us to transform Fechner’s hasty pre-Critical aesthetics — 

which 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 beauty51 — into a rigorous transcendental aesthetics which 

takes into full consideration the Kantian intervention.
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50 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, pp. 140-141. ‘Something in the world forces us to think. This something is an object not 
of recognition but of a fundamental encounter.... It is not the given but that by which the given is given. It is therefore in a 
certain sense the imperceptible [insensible]. It is imperceptible precisely from the point of view of recognition — in other 
words, from the point of  view of  an empirical exercise of  the senses.’
51  For the former, see Timaeus 64a-e. Interestingly, Plato also refers to the golden section in 31c-32a of this text. Plato, 
Timaeus and Critias, trans. Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 61-62 and p. 20, respectively. 
Concerning the later: In his pre-Critical work, Kant himself largely follows the Wolffians in understanding the experience of 
pleasure in the beautiful as arising from the subjective, sensible perception of its perfection. Against the British Empiricists, 
he also tends to emphasize the objective side of beauty itself. See Immanuel Kant, Lectures on Logic, ed. and trans. J. Michael 
Young (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 547-549



2.2   Bergsonian intuition

We can now turn to a detailed philosophical discussion of Deleuze’s transcendental aesthetics, whose 

object is precisely the kind of psychophysical shock to thought Fechner helps to elucidate.  Ultimately, 

Deleuze sides with the ‘grandiose Leibnizian or Bergsonian perspective that every philosophy depends 

upon an intuition that its concepts constantly develop,’1 provided this intuition is defined — neither as 

an intellectual intuition nor as a phenomenological reduction — through the type of empiricism that has, 

until now, been only hinted at. It is this intuition, or radical aisthesis, that provides the basis for Deleuze’s 

transcendental aesthetics. In this context, Fechner can be seen as a bridge between, on the one hand, 

the rationalist philosophy of Leibniz and the post-Kantian empiricism of Bergson and, on the other, 

between the ordinary empiricism of Hume and the radical empiricism of William James. It is James 

who first suggests the common ground between Fechner and Bergson — despite the latter’s harsh 

criticism of psychophysics — by including laudatory chapters describing their respective philosophies 

in his A Pluralistic  Universe. What ultimately unites them is their concerted and sustained attack on 

Idealism and positivistic science. They were both, like James, interested in abnormal states of 

consciousness and used research on these states to develop a new philosophical method inspired by, 

but ultimately skeptical of, the late Schelling’s ‘superior empiricism.’2  With this method, they both 

attempted to conceive a metaphysics — and the beginnings of a vitalistic philosophy of nature — that 

was consistent with, and indeed supplied the philosophical ground for, contemporary science as well as 

the visionary experiences of modern artists.3  In this section, we will consider Bergson’s unique 

contribution to transcendental empiricism. In the following section, we will offer an analysis of 

Deleuze’s appropriation of Leibnizian intuition in which we find a more robust integration of Fechner 

and Bergson.
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1  Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What is Philosophy?  trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994), p. 40
2 The ambiguous superior empiricism of Schelling’s late period of ‘positive philosophy’ was perhaps his final answer to the 
failed project of establishing an intellectual intuition, which itself was an attempt to establish the possibility of metaphysics 
after Kant through a superior faculty of reason. Fechner’s day-view  philosophy, James’ radical empiricism, Bergson’s 
intuition, and Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism can also be seen as various attempts to reestablish metaphysics from an 
empiricist angle. Other attempts to go beyond Kantianism in order to provide a metaphysics adequate to modern science — 
this time from various methodological points of view  between Schelling’s two extremes — include the ‘speculative 
materialism’ of contemporary philosophers like Ray Brassier, Iain Hamilton Grant, Alberto Toscano, Quentin Meillassoux, 
and Graham Harman as well as what Didier Debaise calls Whitehead’s ‘speculative empiricism.’ See also note 109 below.
3 Whether we consider the real or induced synaesthesia of Baudelaire, Cézanne, or Kandinsky, it is absolutely clear that a 
certain type of visionary experience was inseparable from the birth of modern art at the end of the 19th century: ‘I can see 
rising these rainbows, these cosmic prisms, this dawn of ourselves above nothingness.... I  breathe the virginity of the world 
in this fine rain. A sharp sense of nuances works on me. I feel myself colored by all the nuances of infinity. At that 
moment, I am as one with my painting. We are an iridescent chaos.’ Paul Cézanne quoted in Michael Doran, ed., Conversations 
with Cézanne, trans. Julie Cochran (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 2001), p. 114



 In the first chapter of Matter and Memory, Bergson claims that conscious perception is not simply 

an interior subjective vision since it has as its basis an impersonal and ‘pure’ perception that is at the 

heart of matter-as-image itself. Matter is composed of images for which pure perception is an inherent 

function. In this view, perception is not dependent on an anchored subject that illumines matter with its 

gaze, but rather consists in the ‘reciprocal actions and vibrations’ of a self-illumined matter, a gaseous 

‘perception, which is the genetic element of all perception.’4  In a move that attempts to avoid the 

impasses of both strict idealism and materialism, Bergson describes matter as an assemblage of images 

in order to suggest that they have the immanent potential to be perceived by a mind, which is itself 

only a special type of image.5 Bergson’s image is located somewhere between the ‘idea’ of idealism and 

the ‘thing’ of materialism, although at first glance it seems much closer to the former. Indeed in Mind-

Energy, images are actually called ideas.6  Bergson finally makes explicit the proximity of his image to 

George Berkeley’s ‘idea’ in a lecture from 1911:

What Berkeley’s idealism signifies is that matter is co-extensive with our representation of it; 
that it has no interior, no underneath; that it hides nothing, contains nothing; that it 
possesses neither power nor virtuality of any kind; that it is spread out as a mere surface and 
that it is no more than what it presents to us at any given moment. The word ‘idea’ ordinarily 
indicates an existence of this kind, I mean to say a completely realized existence, whose 
being is indistinguishable from its seeming, while the word ‘thing’ makes us think of a reality 
which would be at the same time a reservoir of possibilities; that is why Berkeley prefers to 
call bodies ideas rather than things.7

In this lecture, Bergson concedes that his image, like Berkeley’s idea, allows for no hidden depth or 

power in the material world; for both philosophers, matter is coextensive with our perception of it 

since there is nothing but images. Essentially the real is imaginary for Bergson, even if this is 

complicated later with the processes of memory. That there is no separation between matter and image, 

no difference in kind between reality and the perception of it, already leaves little room for an absolute 
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4  Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1986), pp. 76, 85. It should be noted at the outset that this idea that ‘consciousness is something’ rather 
than ‘consciousness of something’ (ibid., p. 56) — that conscious perception is inherent to matter itself — separates Bergson 
unequivocally from the tradition of phenomenology. Any confusion on this matter can only be explained by an incomplete 
reading — for example one that focuses on his doctoral thesis, Time and Free Will, in which duration remains confined to the 
psychological realm — or incomplete understanding of Bergson. Furthermore, it is certainly no accident that Deleuze 
chooses the apparatus of cinema, rather than the intentional subject, to illustrate the transcendental conditions of 
perception. Nonetheless, there remains a seemingly ambiguous relation between Deleuze and phenomenology, which will be 
analyzed more closely in the following chapter. Note that, since I  am interested in Deleuze’s non-phenomenological 
interpretation of Bergson, I sometimes — without warning — let the former speak for the latter. Important philosophical 
differences between the two thinkers, however, will be explicitly highlighted.
5  Bergson’s famous gesture in the introduction to Matter and Memory of positioning his philosophy ‘halfway between’ 
idealism and materialism is merely axiomatic. As we shall see, it is only until we reach his theory of perception qua intuition 
— a perception adequate to the pure flux of movement-images — that we finally ‘pass beyond idealism as well as realism.’ 
Henri Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, trans. Mabelle Andison (New York: Dover, 2007), p. 155
6 See Henri Bergson, ‘Brain and Thought’ in Mind-Energy, ed. Keith Ansell Pearson and Michael Kolkman, trans. H. Wildon 
Carr (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2007)
7 Bergson, ‘Philosophical Intuition’ in The Creative Mind, p. 95



distinction between hallucination and perception.8 There are however two essential differences between 

Bergson and Berkeley, both of which originate from the former’s materialist leanings. The first is 

simply that, for Bergson, matter is not merely in the mind and persists whether or not it is perceived by 

a subjective consciousness. Second, although there is no difference in kind between matter and its pure 

perception — ‘in which everything compensates and neutralizes everything else … balancing each 

other by a reaction which is always equal to the action’9  — conscious perception introduces a 

difference, a ‘zone of indetermination’ within the law of action and reaction that breaks with the 

simple repetition of pure matter. This zone of indetermination veils not a ‘reservoir of possibilities’ in 

the thing, but rather the ‘numberless vibrations’10 in matter that are in excess of conscious perception, 

a excess that corresponds to a virtual or unconscious perception: There is no difference in kind between 

the material world and the ‘virtual perception of all things.’11 All of this is extremely complicated, and 

will need to be unpacked carefully and deliberately.

 Before the moment subjective consciousness arrives as a point of reference, we have the 

perpetual, acentered flux of self-illumined images acting and reacting on themselves in their universal 

variation. This is a self-perceived assemblage of movement-images — a real flux requires that there can be 

no distinction between movement and images that move — that are ‘all linked together in 

uninterrupted continuity, all bound up with each other, and traveling in every direction like shivers.’12  

This is a gaseous perception — an eye in and as matter — that is ‘not tailored to solids’13 since it is not 

anchored to an immobile point of view. This acentered vision without boundaries, without distances is 
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8 Bergson never really draws out the philosophical consequences of this point but, for Deleuze, it is absolutely crucial and is 
stated quite bluntly: ‘Every perception is hallucinatory.’ Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Tom Conley 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), p. 93. This formulation is present everywhere in Deleuze despite its 
different articulations, from his theory of simulacra to Leibnizian dizziness. It is only when intuition is wedded to fabulation 
that we can begin to grasp the Deleuzian seer. Deleuze fully concurs with the Nietzsche who so emphatically declared in 
Twilight of the Idols that the ‘true world’ has become a fable. For Deleuze, the transcendental empiricism of a seer, unlike 
Bergsonian intuition, has no claim to be adequate to ‘noumena.’ This, along with his rejection of the philosopher- or artist-
hero (see, for example, Gilles Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 20/05/1980,’ online at http://
www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=130&groupe=Leibniz&langue=2), marks the difference between his conception 
of the seer and any brand of Romanticism. This position highlights Deleuze’s break not only with Bergson and the 
Romantics, but also with Kant, for whom hallucination is merely a pathological production of desire. Whereas the 
transcendental form of desire for Kant is the ‘will’ determined by a universal legislation, the transcendental form of desire 
for Deleuze is precisely the will to falsehood. Deleuze follows Kant in admitting that the will is a faculty which ‘by means of 
its representations is the cause of the actuality of the objects of these representations’ but he pushes this already 
revolutionary thesis to its ultimate transcendental end at the same time as he removes the transcendent legislator of the will: the 
pure form of the categorical imperative. Immanuel Kant, ‘Critique of Practical Reason’ in Practical Philosophy, ed. and trans. 
Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 144, translation modified. The result is an aesthetics 
subtracted from the Power of Judgment (Urteilskraft), an aesthetics that instead believes in the will to power of the false 
(puissance, rather than Pouvoir, du faux), in the intoxication and hallucination of Nietzsche’s Rausch  as well as Artaud’s Peyote 
Dance: ‘What we seek in states of intoxication — drinks, drugs, ecstasies — is an antidote to both the dream and judgment.’ 
Gilles Deleuze, ‘To Have Done with Judgment’ in Essays Critical and Clinical, trans. Daniel Smith and Michael Greco 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), p. 130. This is the first step in understanding Deleuze’s politics of 
aesthetics.
9 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. N.M. Paul and W.S. Palmer (New York: Zone, 1988), p. 235
10 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 209
11 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 39
12 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 209
13 Deleuze, Cinema 1, p. 80



‘what Cézanne had already called the world before man … an iridescent chaos.’14  It is also re-

constructed in Vertov’s kino-eye through the heavy use of montage and in Michaux’s Images du monde 

visionnaire.15 This inhuman perception, this genetic element of all perception as the universal variation 

and interaction of movement-images, blurs a priori the distinction between perceiver and perceived. 

Furthermore, given an ontology of the movement-image, the question whether perception is subjective 

or objective can no longer be asked. For Bergson, it is simply a false problem. In a world that is only an 

assemblage of self-perceiving images, it makes little sense to ask whether it is within or without us 

‘since interior and exterior are only relations among images.’16  To be sure, the mad vision of an 

iridescent chaos before man is depicted in both the hyper-subjective ‘panoramic visions’ of expressionist 

films as well as by the inhuman vision of Vertov’s constructivism. ‘What can be more subjective than a 

delirium, a dream, a hallucination? But what can be closer to an [objective] materiality made up of 

luminous wave and molecular interaction?’17
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14 Deleuze, Cinema 1, p. 81
15 ‘It is not surprising that we have to construct it since it is given only to the eye which we don’t have.’ Deleuze, Cinema 1, p. 
81, my emphasis. Ultimately, Deleuze suggests, Vertov’s program fails because of its commitment to a communist program 
that no longer has meaningful consequences. As an alternative, he suggests ‘drugs as the American community.’ The drug 
experience, for both Deleuze and Michaux, is capable of re-constructing gaseous perception: ‘It is a primeval phenomenon 
that underlies even the most placid consciousness — the most strictly controlled and headstrong intelligence — perhaps 
vaguely felt but not seen, passing by unperceived behind other perceptions that are of greater interest … the present 
drawings are, need I say? Reconstructions. A hand two hundred times more agile than the human hand would not be up to the 
task of following the speeding course of this inexhaustible spectacle.’ Henri Michaux, Peace in the Breaking Flood, trans. 
Michael Fineberg (Consigny: Embers, 1976), no pagination. The ethical implications of Deleuze’s move from a Marxism à la 
Vertov or Eisenstein in favor of  a hallucinatory politics of  aesthetics will be discussed later.
16 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 25
17 Deleuze, Cinema 1, p. 77. As we shall see, not everything is merely given in this ontology since it is always in the process of 
being reconstructed as a continuous kaleidoscopic alteration. Deleuze’s allusions to artistic vision as well as to physics 
follows directly from Bergson: ‘A suggestion of this vision of material things already come to us from physical science. The 
more it progresses the more it resolves matter into actions moving through space, into movements dashing back and forth 
in a constant vibration so that mobility becomes reality itself.’ Bergson, ‘Perception of Change’ in The Creative Mind, p. 123. 
Bergson’s belief in the ability of art, philosophy, and science to have access to the world of pure movement-images is a 
model for Deleuze’s insistence, in What is Philosophy, that these three modes of thinking all touch the plane of immanence in 
order to extract from it percepts, concepts, and functions. In a related but separate note, Zizek claims that Deleuze’s virtual 
‘in Lacanian terms, is the Real.’ Slavoj Zizek, Organs without Bodies: Deleuze and Consequences (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 3. 
To my mind, this statement is too loaded to be helpful. The most we can say is that the Deleuzian virtual sometimes has the 
appearance (rather than the transcendent conceptual structure) of the Zizekian Real. Zizek may be correct in conflating the 
virtual with the bizarre strata of quantum reality, which is the condition of possibility for the perception of empirical things: 
‘Conscious perception reduces this spectral, pre-ontological multiplicity to one ontologically, fully constituted reality.’ ‘Does 
this not give some kind of scientific credibility to Deleuze’s ‘idealist’ project of generating bodily reality from virtual 
intensities?’ Ibid., pp. 4, 24. In another book, Zizek writes rather provocatively about what an ‘encounter’ with his Real might 
look like by referencing a science fiction novel by Robert Heinlein. In one of the scenes, a few  people in defiance of police 
orders, open a car window onto a universe with some ‘minor defects.’ They experience ‘no sunlight, no cops, no kids — 
nothing. Nothing but a grey and formless mist, pulsing slowly as is with inchoate life. They could see nothing of the city 
through it, not because it was too dense but because it was — empty.’ Zizek writes: ‘This grey and formless mist, pulsing 
slowly as is with inchoate life, what is it if not the Lacanian Real, the pulsing of the pre-symbolic substance in its abhorrent 
vitality?’ Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992), p. 14. This description of the Real does have the 
appearance of Deleuze’s ‘gaseous perception,’ and indeed has much in common with the Bergsonian virtual, but in Deleuze 
there can be no return to the ‘pre-symbolic;’ ultimately for Deleuze, the Real (if we must use that word) is ‘artifice’ as the 
Lacan-trained Guattari claims; it is a constructed hallucination. The gaseous perception of the pure flux of matter is only 
possible in a Bergsonian world of the movement-image, a world which we still believe is ‘true,’ that is, real. For a critique of 
Zizek’s appropriation of Deleuze see Daniel Smith, ‘The Inverse Side of the Structure: Zizek on Deleuze on Lacan’ in 
Criticism 46:4 (Fall 2004), pp. 635-650



 This vision of the universe can already be seen in the ontology of Lucretius, whose influence on 

both Bergson and Deleuze is evident.18 Lucretius reveals a world composed of self-illumined objects 

which, as Bergson shows, ‘are extremely minute; they come from everywhere and move with 

inconceivable speed’19 and thus cannot be discerned from the images they emit. Of course Bergson 

pushes this ontological indiscernibility to the point at which matter becomes only this movement of 

images. However, the difference Lucretius leaves between matter and its images is useful when Bergson 

begins to discuss the mechanism of conscious perception: ‘A sort of outer skin perpetually peeled off 

the surface of objects and flying about this way and that through the air. It is these whose impact scares 

our minds, whether waking or sleeping, on those occasions when we catch a glimpse of strange shapes 

and phantoms of the dead.’20 If Berkeley took great pains to maintain a distinction between the real 

and the imaginary, between perception and hallucination — despite his claim of absolute identity 

between ideas and matter — with Lucretius and Bergson, perception itself begins to look like a host of 

floating specters or chimeras. This is especially true for Bergson, for whom matter is coextensive with 

our representation of it leaving no room for a completely subjective vision, and for whom there are no 

solid objects except as a sort of mental snapshot of movement-images. If hallucination is defined as a 

perception without an object, and if we are given an ontology without clear and distinct objects — an 

ontology of movement-images that self-perceive their own kaleidoscopic flux — then any absolute 

distinction between the real perception of objects and the hallucination of subjects becomes 

impossible.

 For Bergson, perception is the simple result of a biological need. It never adds anything to 

matter; rather, it subtracts biologically relevant images which become a sort of immobilized ‘outer skin 

perpetually peeled off the surface’ of an otherwise continuous flux of movement-images. Indeed 

Bergson repeats Lucretius’ language when he talks about this conscious coalescence of objects from 

the flux of matter: ‘To transform [material] existence into representation, it would be enough to 

suppress what follows it, what proceeds it, and also all that fills it, and to retain only its external crust, 

its superficial skin.’21 The difference between perception and matter is ultimately not a difference in 

kind, but a difference in degree, since both are only composed of images. Thus, for Bergson, the 

problem of perception is not between phenomena and noumena but between part and whole.22 Matter 

is an assemblage of movement-images. Conscious perception involves a selection from these images 

that is determined by the set of actions available to a special image: the mind. In Bergson’s view  then, 
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18 See Henri Bergson, The Philosophy of Poetry: The Genius of Lucretius, ed. and trans. Wade Baskin (New York: Philosophical 
Library, 1959) as well as Gilles Deleuze, ‘The Actual and the Virtual’ in Gilles Deleuze and Claire Parnet, Dialogues II, trans. 
Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), pp. 148-152
19 Bergson, The Philosophy of  Poetry, p. 20
20 Lucretius, On the Nature of  the Universe, trans. R.E. Latham and John Godwin (London: Penguin, 1994), pp. 95-96
21 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 36
22 As we shall see, this is slightly more complicated. From the point of view  of time, it no longer makes sense to talk about 
differences in kind or degree; everything becomes a degree of difference itself. And the whole of which perception-images are a 
part is not a given whole, but an open process of creation. From this perspective, perception — which from the point of 
view of  space is a simple subtraction — becomes contraction and differentiation.



conscious perception neither fabricates representations nor receives impressions, rather it is the 

function of real biological action that merely selects images and envisions the world according to an 

organism’s needs. ‘The separation between things and their environment cannot be absolutely definite 

and clear-cut. Our perception outlines, so to speak, the form of their nucleus; it terminates them at the 

point where our possible action upon them ceases, where, consequently, they cease to interest our 

needs.’23 Bergson argues that the more complex an organism is, the wider its field of perception to the 

point at which man — who stands at the apex of the evolutionary chain — is capable of rediscovering 

the entire field of  perception that ‘elsewhere can only be embodied in different species.’24

 Bergson calls the first moment of conscious perception ‘habitual recognition.’25 Here memory, 

whether as biological instinct or accumulated experience, effects a ‘contraction of the real’ and moulds 

a vision of the universe that suits the practical functions of the organism. Even though memory is 

combined with, or ‘grafted onto,’ the pure and impersonal perception of movement-images in habitual 

recognition, it does not add anything to perception itself; rather, it subtracts what is biologically 

irrelevant while still ‘remaining on one and the same plane’26 of matter-perception. That is, although 

memory is different in kind from matter, when it is combined with pure perception it still only effects a 

difference in degree between them: through the contracted sieve of memory, a perceived image is 

merely subtracted out of the wider field of movement-images. What Bergson calls the ‘virtual’ is the 

gap that memory introduces between matter and conscious perception such that there is no essential 

difference between the entirety of  matter and the ‘virtual perception of  all things.’27

 But how are we to make sense of this virtual perception and Bergson’s claim that ‘we perceive 

virtually many more things than we perceive materially and actually?’28 Are not the virtual — which 

belongs to the realm of time — and perception — which belongs to the field of matter — two 

mutually exclusive terms? At first glance, one might be tempted to think that we have come upon a 

point of difference between Bergson and Deleuze; the former sometimes uses the word virtual in ways 

that are seemingly inconsistent, while the latter seemingly reserves it  strictly for the being of memory. 

But Deleuze himself writes: ‘It could be said that the object itself merges with a pure virtual perception, 

at the same time as our real perception merges with the object from which it has abstracted only that 

which did not interest us.’29  To confuse things even more, in a posthumous text Deleuze relegates to 

the virtual an almost material existence even though he still maintains that it consists in ‘memories of 
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23 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 209
24 Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (New York: Zone, 1991), p. 106
25 An example of this type of recognition would be: ‘The cow  recognizes grass.’ It is precisely the mode of thought Deleuze 
criticizes Kant of falling back on when the latter traces the ‘transcendental’ conditions of judgment from a merely 
psychological theory of the operation of the faculties. See also Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), pp. 133-138
26  Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Goleta (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1989), p. 44
27 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 39
28 Henri Bergson, ‘Letter to G. Lechalas’ in Key Writings, ed. Keith Ansell Pearson and John Mullarkey (London: Continuum, 
2002), p. 355
29 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 25



different sorts;’30  here, virtual images form an imperceptible cloud of particles that are emitted and 

reabsorbed by the actual nucleus that they surround. And Éric Alliez has argued that ‘we will only attain 

the plane of immanence by conferring upon the virtual a full materiality upon which depends its 

actualization qua different/ciation.’31 This becoming-material of the virtual goes a long way towards 

countering the charges Alain Badiou has raised against Deleuze’s philosophy, but we still need to 

understand how such a shift makes sense. Ultimately, ‘virtual perception’ is analogous to what Bergson 

calls intuition. But there is also a meaningful way in which it may be used to discuss the ordinary 

conscious perceptions in habitual and attentive recognition. 

 For Bergson, the virtual spans the entire range of memory from biological instinct, to 

psychological memory, to an ontology of the pure past. This seems to be the only way to understand 

clearly his claims that conscious perception subtracts aspects of an object’s ‘real action in order to 

manifest the virtual action of the living being upon them.’32 Here, the virtual action of memory — in 

any of its three incarnations — introduces a difference in pure perception, although pure perception is 

not essentially different from conscious perception. In the case of habitual recognition, biological 

instinct and behavior patterns form a sieve that subtracts out practically relevant images, leaving a 

partial world that is seen according to an organism’s habits and interests. In attentive recognition, to 

which we shall soon turn, the virtual action of memory is the reflection of recollection-images upon 

pure perception-images, thus redrawing the field of matter-perception. What Deleuze’s means by virtual 

perception is a bit more complicated but, in the end, it will give us a much more rich and consistent 

account of a Bergsonian ontology and its perception. In short, conscious perception, no matter how 

instantaneous, is always colored by an incalculable number of remembered elements such that in it 

perception is always intertwined with memory. More fundamental, however, is that conscious 

perception has to occupy a certain ‘duration;’ from this perspective, perception is redefined as being 

contained within a duration of which it is only a contraction, or what Deleuze calls a degree of 

difference. 

 Deleuze takes great pains to show that, however baroque and convoluted Bergson’s philosophy 

may seem, it is in fact completely coherent from a certain point of view. Most of the inconsistencies in 

his work arise because, even though he insists that problems should be posed strictly in terms of time, 

he often argues from the perspective of space, creating many confusing dualisms that need to be sorted 

out.33 From the point of view of space, there is an essential dichotomy between matter and duration. 

Matter differs from itself as a pure repetition or as a simple difference in degree; duration, which 

differs from matter as a difference in kind, does so because it already differs from itself in kind ‘with 
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30 Deleuze, ‘The Actual and the Virtual’ in Dialogues II, p. 148
31 Éric Alliez, The Signature of  the World, trans. Eliot Ross Albert and Alberto Toscano (London: Continuum, 2004), p. 110
32 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 37
33 Bergson himself argues that Kant’s Transcendental Illusion results precisely from his privileging of space over time, of 
things over processes. And Bergson prescribes his philosophical intuition as the way out of the impasses of this illusion. For 
his part Deleuze offers transcendental empiricism, which is modeled upon Bergson’s intuition.



the result that the matter from which it differs is still duration.’34 However, from the point of view of 

time everything — or more precisely every tendency — is contained as a degree of difference measured by 

relative degrees of contraction and relaxation of duration. ‘Space is broken up into matter and 

duration, but duration differentiates itself into contraction and relaxation; and relaxation is the principle 

of matter.’35 From the point of view of time, we have a monism within which everything exists not as 

the succession of so many things but rather as the coexistence of different tendencies of duration. 

Thus if Deleuze inherits Bergson’s ontology of the image, he does so only with the clarification that 

the image is not merely material, but rather ‘a bunch of temporal relations;’36 ‘you see, I don’t believe in 

things.’37

 Tendencies are processes that extend in time, precisely movement-images for which movement 

and image are inseparable. Solid and unchanging things are mere mental snapshots taken by a 

subtracting point of view; they are the illusions of a Kantian-type thinking. For Bergson they are not 

illusory phenomena but only partial or frozen views of reality. A sugar cube, to use Bergson’s example, 

has a spatial configuration, a material aspect that is seen only from a point of view in which differences 

in kind are not immediately apparent. But the sugar cube also, and more fundamentally, is a tendency, 

which is revealed in part as it dissolves in a glass of water. From this perspective, the sugar cube is not 

simply a thing that differs in degree from other things; as a tendency, it ‘differs in kind not only from 

other things, but first and foremost from itself. This alteration, which is one with the essence or the 

substance of a thing, is what we grasp when we conceive of it in terms of duration.’38 This alteration, 

or differentiation, of tendencies is precisely how we can begin to understand the virtual — which 

consists as time, duration, memory — as substance, and how this substance is, in a certain way, thicker 

than matter which is itself only a partial aspect of duration. The virtual ‘is alteration, and alteration is 

substance. Difference of nature is itself a thing, a tendency opposed to some other tendency … 

Duration or tendency is the difference of self with itself; and what differs from itself is, in an 

unmediated way, the unity of substance and subject.’39 We will come back to this important point of the 

virtual as subject, but for now we will finish drawing out the consequences of this substantial monism of 

the virtual for our discussion of  perception.

 When Deleuze discusses virtual perception early in Bergsonism, he does so from the point of view 

of space; here perception is still only ‘the object minus … everything that does not interest us.’40 But 

after revealing the source of Bergson’s seemingly incoherent dualisms and reinstalling a monism of the 
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34  Gilles Deleuze, ‘Bergson’ in Desert Islands and Other Texts, ed. David Lapoujade, trans. Mike Taormina (New York: 
Semiotexte, 2003), p. 27
35 Deleuze, ‘Bergson’s Conception of  Difference’ in Desert Islands, p. 39
36 Gilles Deleuze, ‘The Brain is the Screen’ in Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 1975-1995, ed. David Lapoujade, 
trans. Ames Hodges and Mike Taormina (New York: Semiotexte, 2006), p. 290
37  Gilles Deleuze, ‘On Leibniz’ in Negotiations: 1972-1990, trans. Martin Joughin (New  York: Columbia University Press, 
1995), p. 160
38 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 32
39 Deleuze, ‘Bergson’s Conception of  Difference’ in Desert Islands, pp. 37-38
40 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 25, my emphasis



virtual, perception becomes a contraction since the field of matter-perception is already duration: 

‘When we perceive, we contract millions of vibrations or elementary shocks into a felt quality; but what 

we contract, what we ‘tense’ in this way, is matter … by means of mind or duration.’41  From the 

perspective of time, everything exists as a degree of difference42  on a continuum of more or less 

contracted duration, with the most contracted being pure time and the least contracted pure space. 

From the point of view of duration, then, one is thus able to move by imperceptible degrees (of 

difference) from memory to perception. 

 With this ontology of duration and tendency, what at first seems to be a point of difference 

between Bergson and Deleuze — the concept of virtual perception — is in fact entirely consistent. 

When Bergson talks about virtual perception he is clearly pointing to the fact that, with conscious 

perception, there is always unperceived matter; virtual perception would simply be the perception, or 

intuition, of the imperceptible. But in a move that anticipates both the move from perception to 

intuition — which, as he claims, always concerns duration and not matter — as well as Deleuze’s 

clarification of virtual perception, Bergson also conflates unperceived matter and the ‘ghosts of 

memory,’ arguing that both are ultimately of the nature of unconscious states: ‘When a memory 

reappears in consciousness, it produces on us the effect of a ghost whose mysterious apparition must 

be explained by special causes. In truth, the adherence of this memory to our present condition is 

exactly comparable to the adherence of unperceived objects to those objects which we perceive; and 

the unconscious plays in each case a similar part.’43 In similar language, Deleuze makes the same point; 

for him unperceived matter and unrecollected memory ultimately refer to the same thing — a virtual 

Leibnizian unconscious44  — since, from the point of view of time, things are no longer material 

objects but tendencies and memory is no longer psychological but a certain contraction of duration. 

For Deleuze, virtual perception points to virtual images that ‘exist outside of consciousness, in time, 

and we should have no more difficulty in admitting the virtual existence of pure recollections in time 

that we do for actual existence of non-perceived objects in space.’45 Ultimately unperceived matter and 

unrecollected memory can be related as nuances within the differential continuum of a virtual 

Leibnizian unconscious, such that ‘we are no longer able to discern what is perception and what is 

memory.’46 However, from the limited point of view  of human consciousness there is a seeming duality 

between perception and memory, the threshold between them being the outline that perception traces 
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41 Deleuze, Bergsonism, pp. 87-88
42 Not a difference in degree which would allow  a simple addition or subtraction — for example the ‘counting as one’ of 
pure matter in Badiou’s ontology — but rather a degree of difference itself that necessitates differentiation as a change in 
nature with each movement of  contraction and expansion. 
43 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 145. Bergson makes the same point in a letter to William James: ‘I cannot help but provide 
a large place for the unconscious, not only in psychological life, but also in the universe in general, as the existence of 
unperceived matter seems to me to be something of the same kind as that of a non-conscious psychological state.’ Bergson, 
‘Bergson-James Correspondence: 15th February 1905’ in Key Writings, p. 359
44  The following section will deal with the Leibnizian unconscious especially in regard to unconscious, or molecular, 
perception.
45 Deleuze, Cinema 2, p. 80
46 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 103



around ‘objects’ as the limit of possible action upon them. Or more precisely, from the point of view 

of duration, this threshold is marked by the ‘period of time shorter than the shortest continuous period 

imaginable.’47  This latter conception of the threshold of the virtual, from one of Deleuze’s 

posthumous writings, clearly shows his increased indebtedness to what Leibniz calls the ‘virtual’ in the 

Preface to his New Essays on Human Understanding.48 For Deleuze’s Leibniz, space and time cease to be a 

priori givens since both are ‘determined genetically by the ensemble or nexus of the differential relations 

of the subject. Similarly, objects themselves cease to be empirical givens and become the product of 

these relations in conscious perception.’49  As will be discussed in the following section, Leibniz’s 

theories of continuity and differential relations annul completely any absolute distinction between 

space and time, subject and object, perception and hallucination, and thus avoid all the confusing 

dualisms that contaminate Bergson’s philosophy.

 In what Bergson calls attentive recognition, memory fills in the gaps at the limit of perception, 

retracing, sketching — ‘creating or reconstructing’ — objects whose details are normally left 

unperceived. Through a leap into memory and then into deeper and deeper circuits of attention to an 

object, attentive recognition grafts more and more contracted degrees of ‘recollection-images’ onto 

perception-images thus not only redrawing perception itself, but discovering ‘deeper strata of reality.’50 

The example Deleuze gives of attentive recognition is when the heroine of Europe 51 sees a factory but 

then envisions a prison; she projects upon reality a ‘mental vision, almost a hallucination.’51 Thus in 

attentive recognition, as in habitual recognition albeit in a completely different way, perception is 

necessarily indistinguishable from hallucination; as in Lucretius, perception is itself intertwined with 

phantoms and specters. But how can we believe that memories — ‘with their affective coloring … the 

images of idle fancy or of dream’52  — can retrace perception and thus reconstruct deeper layers of 

reality itself ? The problem is that recollection-images, like what Deleuze calls dream-images and world-
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47 Deleuze, ‘The Actual and the Virtual’ in Dialogues II, p. 148
48 Here, Leibniz argues that Ideas exist within us as ‘virtualities, and not as actualities; although these virtualities are always 
accompanied by certain actualities, often insensible ones, which correspond to them.’ Through awareness or attention, we 
are able to bring these Ideas into perceptual clarity ‘removing everything that prevents their being seen.’ Gottfried Wilhelm 
Leibniz, New Essays on  Human Understanding, ed. and trans. Peter Remnant and Jonathan Bennett (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), p. 52, translation modified
49  Daniel Smith, ‘Deleuze on Leibniz: Difference, Continuity, and the Calculus’ in Current  Continental Theory and Modern 
Philosophy, ed. Stephen Daniel (Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 2005), p. 142
50 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 105
51 Deleuze, Cinema 2, p. 46
52 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 106



images, are still too personal.53 ‘What causes our mistake is that recollection-images, and even dream 

images or dreaming, haunt a consciousness which necessarily accords them a capricious or intermittent 

allure, since they are actualized according to the momentary needs of this consciousness. But if we ask 

where consciousness is going to look for these recollection-images and these dream-images … we are 

led back to pure virtual images of  which the latter are only modes or degrees of  actualization.’54

 It is only when memory moves away from the types of personal memory we find in habitual and 

attentive recognition, and approaches the virtual qua the impersonal being of time that perception — 

without falling into the impasses of a merely subjective hallucination — can return to the vision of 

reality as the delirious flux of ‘numberless vibrations, all linked together in uninterrupted continuity, all 

bound up with each other, and traveling in every direction like shivers through an immense body.’55 

With recollection-images and dream-images, personal memory is actualized in psychological states. But 

in pure virtual images, we have a transcendental memory that remains outside of consciousness — in 
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53 Although in a way, dream-images and world-images go farther than recollection-images in achieving the moment of liquid 
perception before subjectivity, they still do so using personal memory and the relative failures of the sensory-motor circuit. 
Dream-images evoke the panoramic vision of expressionism and its ‘unstable set of floating memories, images of a past in 
general which move by at dizzying speed, as if time were achieving a profound freedom. It is as if a total and anarchic 
mobilizing of the past now  responds to the character’s motor powerlessness … But [the dream-image] does not guarantee 
the indiscernibility of the real and the imaginary, any more than the recollection-image does. The dream-image is subject to 
the condition of attributing the dream to a dreamer, and the awareness of the dream (the real) to the viewer.’ Deleuze, 
Cinema 2, pp. 55-58. My emphasis. In the world-image, characters do not move, cannot move because their vision has short 
circuited the sensory-motor loop; rather, the world itself ‘takes responsibility for the movement that the subject can no 
longer make … causes the movement of the path on which they walk.’ The apex of the world-image is seen in the musical 
comedy where characters evoke Kierkegaard’s knight of faith since their ‘walk imperceptibly becomes dance.’ Ultimately, 
however, their ‘personal actions and movements are transformed by dance into a movement of world which goes beyond 
the motor situation only to return to it.’ Ibid., pp. 59-62. Of course ‘world-image’ immediately brings to mind Heidegger’s 
notion of Weltbild, which will be discussed in the next chapter. Dream-images point towards the subjective side of what 
Deleuze calls becoming-imperceptible in which perception is raised to its proper transcendental limit, that is, perception 
unbound from the laws of recognition; world-images point towards the objective side of becoming-imperceptible where 
one becomes clandestine and blends in with one’s surroundings. However, conceptions of the ‘dream’ are still too subjective 
and those of the ‘world’ still too pious for Deleuze. Both evoke ‘the three Ideas or illusions of transcendence’ — Soul, 
World, God — that Kant resurrects as postulates of practical reason despite being the very objects of the first Critique. 
Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy?, p. 57. Cf. Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 58. Deleuze prefers a vision of a 
chaosmos off its hinges, beyond the legislation of any transcendent principle whatsoever: ‘The dream erects walls, it feeds 
on death and creates shadows, shadows of all things and of the world, shadows of ourselves. But once we leave the shores 
of judgment, we also repudiate the dream in favor of an ‘intoxication,’ like a high tide sweeping over us. Deleuze, ‘To Have 
Done with Judgment’ in Essays Critical and Clinical, p. 130. Incidentally, the Nietzschian distinction between Apollonian 
dream and Dionysian intoxication is the key for understanding this statement.
54 Deleuze, Cinema 2, p. 80
55 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 209



time — and that is only perceived as a question like ‘What happened?’ or as a feeling like déjà-vu.56 

Virtual images present time in its pure, unactualized state and thus affect a shock to thought.57  The 

virtual image is no longer actualized in consciousness but coexists in its pure state as the double of its 

own actual image; the actual perception-image is intertwined with its own virtual recollection-image to 

form a crystal-image in which — before the turn of what Deleuze calls transcendental experience — 

the two are indistinguishable yet distinct. They are distinct only because the speed of virtual images is 

in excess of the capacities of actual perception relegating the latter to ‘a principle of the 

unconsciousness.’58 However, the turn of transcendental experience, which is modeled after Bergson’s 

intuition, opens up other speeds of consciousness such that there is no longer even a crystal-image 
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56 Virtual memory, or the pure past, is the being of time that has never been lived. It is fundamentally different from the 
mere recollection of a former lived present and is thus a transcendental memory that works beyond the empirical or 
psychological experience of time. Whereas actual memory is able to recall only those things that have already been seen, 
heard, imagined, or thought, transcendental memory is able to grasp that which can only be recalled. It concerns not a 
memory contingent on the functions of the other faculties, but with the being of a pure past — the past of all time — and 
thus it reveals an ontology of the virtual. Deleuze criticizes Kant for tracing the transcendental from the given, empirical 
mechanisms of psychological consciousness. He shows that in a properly transcendental memory ‘forgetting is no longer a 
contingent incapacity separating us from memory which is itself contingent: it exists within essential memory as though it 
were the ‘nth’ power of memory with regard to its own limit or to that which can only be recalled.’ Deleuze, Difference and 
Repetition, p. 140. Transcendental memory presents itself as the otherwise hidden, or forgotten, aspect of virtual time. It 
enlarges our perception since it goes beyond the merely empirical to encounter virtual times that are irreducible to the actual 
present. It is the virtual half of what Deleuze calls the transcendental structure of time — which is an indeterminate 
doubling of an actual moment with its virtual aspect — that is revealed in the experience of déjà-vu. See also Deleuze, ‘Three 
Novellas, or What Happened’ in A Thousand Plateaus and Bergson, ‘Memory of the Present and False Recognition’ in Mind-
Energy.
57 In this experience of time out of joint, time is no longer merely empirical, it is transcendental in a Kantian sense: we have 
the direct presentation of ‘the pure order of time.’ The virtual image makes perceptible relationships of time that are not 
reducible to the empirical present, it presents the co-existence of different durations which are now unhinged from the rule 
of successive movement: ‘a single event can belong to several levels: the sheets of the past coexist in a non-chronological 
order.’ Deleuze, Cinema 2, p. xii. Instead of being determined by the logical succession of events, the transcendental 
experience of time is revealed as a force of which succession is only a relation or a fragment. See also Deleuze, ‘On Four 
Poetic Formulas that Might Summarize the Kantian Philosophy’ in Essays Critical and Clinical.
58 Deleuze, ‘The Actual and the Virtual’ in Dialogues II, p. 149



with two distinct sides; the perception of dualism gives way to a non-Romantic  intuition59  of monism 

that reveals the entire plane of duration beyond human subjectivity, a plane that includes the inhuman 

and superhuman nuances of  duration.

 Beyond the ‘turn of experience’ — beyond the moment of phenomenology — the direct 

presentation of time ‘forces us to think a pure perception identical to the whole of matter.’ But matter, 

or the actual, is only a partial aspect of duration thus transcendental experience ‘must lead to the re-
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59 Bergson takes great effort in making a clear distinction between his intuition and the more or less Romantic conception: 
‘Because a Schelling, a Schopenhauer and others have already called upon intuition, because they have more or less set up 
intuition in opposition to intelligence, one might think that I was using the same method. But of course, their intuition was 
an immediate search for the eternal! Whereas, on the contrary, for me it was a question, above all, of finding true duration.’ 
Bergson, The Creative Mind, p. 18. Several of the Frühromantiks — Schelling and Hölderlin in particular — attempted to 
overcome the Kantian moratorium against metaphysics through the disclosure of the ‘wonderful and secret faculty’ of 
intellectual intuition, which has immediate access to the unconditioned. Even the early Hegel claimed that ‘Without 
intellectual intuition one cannot philosophize!’ G.W.F. Hegel, Werke 2: Jenaer Schriften 1801-1807 (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1986), 
p. 42. This faculty is intellectual in that it should be understood as distinct from both sensible intuition and conception; it is 
an intuition in the Kantian sense of a pure immediate representation. Basically, the Early Romantics charged Kant with 
relying upon a too-limited concept of reason, which was nothing more than an extension of the understanding. Their 
strategy for resurrecting metaphysics lied in arguing that ‘there is a form of rational knowledge of the unconditioned that is 
not limited by the principle of sufficient reason, and hence that there is a kind of knowledge of the absolute that is not 
subject to Kant’s strictures about the limitations of the understanding.’ Frederick Beiser, German Idealism (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2008), p. 579. See also Manfred Frank, The Philosophical Foundations of Early German Romanticism, 
trans. Elizabeth Millan-Zaibert (Albany: SUNY Press, 2004), pp. 77-96. Schelling argued that intellectual intuition was not 
subject to Kant’s strictures upon knowledge since these apply only to an understanding attempting to go beyond the limits 
of experience, and not to this new  faculty of reason, which of course is inspired by Spinoza’s third type of knowledge: the 
‘intellectual love of God.’ By the time of the publication of The Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel rejected intellectual intuition 
on the grounds of being dogmatic, elitist, and unverifiable, and put in its place the discursive logic of the dialectic, which 
purports to arrive at absolute knowledge solely through the maneuvering of concepts in the understanding. In his Lectures 
on religion and the history of philosophy he called this type of intuition ‘Oriental,’ which reflects his later distaste for 
Romantic Spinozism. Schelling also eventually left behind intellectual intuition, but the problem it attempted to address 
remained. He ultimately suggested to replace it with an ambiguous ‘superior empiricism’ in his late, so-called ‘positive,’ 
philosophy. For details, see Jean Wahl, Vers le concret: Etudes d’histoire de la philosophie contemporaine, William James, Whitehead, 
Gabriel Marcel (Paris: Vrin, 2004), pp. 32-33 and Chris Lauer, ‘Spinoza’s Third Kind of Knowledge as a Resource for 
Schelling’s Empiricism’ in Pli 18 (2007), pp. 168-181. It is in this sense that Deleuze sees Schelling as a forerunner to 
Bergsonism. Gilles Deleuze, Desert  Islands, p 36. Although this project of establishing a superior empiricism is largely left 
incomplete in Schelling, for Bergson it is rigorously worked out in a way that allows metaphysics to move beyond the realm 
of speculation: ‘this true empiricism is the real metaphysics.’ Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 
147. For Bergson, the failure of Early Romantic intuition is that it is employed to resolve the false problems of the noumenon 
as well as the unconditioned absolute and eternal. Noumena are not a problem for Bergson for the simple fact that 
perception is not an appearance, but always a slice or attenuation of the real. The absolute and the eternal are direct relics of 
17th century Rationalism which ultimately ‘cannot sustain difference.’ Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 276. The 
Romantics blindly inherit them from Spinoza rather than registering the Kantian revolution on the concept of time that 
shatters them. ‘Time is out of joint, time is unhinged, signifies the first great Kantian reversal: movement is now 
subordinated to time.... Everything that moves and changes is in time, but time itself does not change or move, any more 
than it is eternal. It is the form of everything that changes and moves, but it is an immutable form that does not change — 
not an eternal form, but precisely the form of what is not eternal, the immutable form of change and movement.’ Deleuze, 
‘On Four Formulas that might Summarize the Kantian Philosophy’ in Essays Critical and Clinical, pp. 27, 29. Elsewhere, 
Deleuze refers to this unlimited form of what is not eternal, the form of pure difference and change, as Aiôn, something 
very close to Bergsonian duration, which of course completely radicalizes Kant’s conception of time unhinged. This radical 
unhinging allows Deleuze to argue that modern cinema makes perceptible the direct presentation of ‘the pure order of 
time,’ relationships of time that are reducible neither to the empirical present nor some abstract idea of the eternal. Cinema 
of the time-image, like Schelling’s genius, testifies to the possibility of intuition. But rather than an intellectual intuition of 
the unconditioned, Bergson’s is a sensible intuition which presents the co-existence of different durations unhinged from 
the rule of successive movement. It is for these reasons that Bergson both contrasts his intuition with the Romantic version 
and believes it completely ‘escapes Kantian criticism.’ Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 168. 
See also notes 113 and 124 below.



formation of a monism’ of time.60 For Deleuze, the ontology of matter-as-image is valid only if the 

image is seen as ‘a bunch of temporal relations.… Temporal relations are never seen in ordinary 

perception but the virtual image renders visible, and creative, the temporal relations which cannot be 

reduced to the present.’61 However, with transcendental experience, the virtual is envisioned not only as 

substantive but as subjective62  as well such that the real and the imaginary become utterly 

indistinguishable; that is, with the monism that is reveled beyond the turn of experience, the virtual 

replaces the duality of subject and object. The human subject becomes-voyant, becomes a visionary 

‘adequate to the virtual …[able to] express naturing nature’ itself.63  For Bergson, as for Deleuze, 

perception is already hallucination, but the hallucinogenic vision of the iridescent chaosmos in 

transcendental experience no longer involves the chimeras of a personal memory and perception; in 

perception qua intuition man as seer becomes an active participant in the expression of the vibratory 

‘frenzies’ of a whole that is not given. ‘Man therefore creates a differentiation that is valid for the 

Whole, and … traces out an open direction that is able to express a whole that itself open.’64  In 
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60  Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 29. It is clear that Bergsonian intuition is wholly a matter of perception — albeit perception 
extended by various means, including art, philosophy, madness as well as mysticism — and not at all an other-worldly 
cognition or intellectual intuition. However, neither should it be merely conflated with pure perception. Although the two 
resemble one another, pure perception is the theoretical removal of duration from perception, while intuition consists in the 
practical and methodological disengagement from one’s particular duration in order to gain access to different durations, 
whether inferior or superior.
61 Deleuze, ‘The Brain is the Screen’ in Two Regimes of Madness, p. 290. Ultimately, and this is what Deleuze makes clear for 
Bergson, even though for the latter virtual perception refers to unperceived matter, this matter virtually contains a ‘depth — 
more then depth, something like a forth dimension’ of time; only in virtual perception is this revealed such that ‘what was 
immobile and frozen in our perception is warmed and set in motion.’ Bergson, ‘Perception of Change’ in The Creative Mind, 
p. 131
62 ‘The only subjectivity is time, non-chronological time, Cronos and not Chronos, the powerful non-organic Life which 
grips the world … and it is we who are internal to time, not the other way around. … subjectivity is never ours, it is time, 
that is, the soul or the spirit, the virtual.’ Deleuze, Cinema 2, p. 83
63 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 107. Achieving a virtual perception makes the visionary adequate to creation itself; Bergson argues 
that he is thus able to express the pre-individual and non-organic flux of the chaosmos — natura naturans — and no longer 
the limited point of view of the individuated subject — natura naturata. Here Bergson is reversing Spinoza’s claim that it is 
humanly impossible to break from the condition of being natured nature. Furthermore, both Deleuze and Bergson argue 
that transcendental perception, or intuition, resolves the Kantian problematic of transcendental illusion because it allows us 
to express real, rather than merely possible, experience. And both argue that intuition is not just a philosophical fantasy; it is 
exemplified by artists and mystics. Deleuze follows Bergson in this movement beyond Kant. By using the method of 
intuition — by believing in another time, that of duration — we are able to move past the turn of phenomenological 
experience: ‘In order to reach intuition it is not necessary to transport ourselves outside the domain of the senses and of 
consciousness. Kant’s error was to believe that it was. After having proved by decisive arguments that no dialectical effort 
will ever introduce us into the beyond and that an effective metaphysics would necessarily be an intuitive metaphysics, he 
added that we lack this intuition and that this metaphysics is impossible. It would in fact be so if there were no other time or 
change than those which Kant perceived.’ Bergson, ‘Philosophical Intuition’ in The Creative Mind, p. 105. But in Deleuze’s 
estimation, Bergson goes too far beyond Kant, or better, not enough in the direction of Nietzsche when he says that, in 
intuition, perception becomes adequate to things, even if these ‘things’ for Bergson are no longer things at all but a flux of 
tendencies. This is merely the thesis of the movement-image, in which we still believe in the ‘truth’ of an open Whole. But 
ultimately Deleuze’s position in the time-image is a Bergsonism ‘cleansed of any spiritualism of presence.’ Éric Alliez, 
‘Midday, Midnight,’ trans. Patricia Dailey, in The Brain is the Screen: Deleuze and the Philosophy of Cinema, ed. Gregory Flaxman 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), p. 297. Deleuze avoids the phenomenological debate concerning the 
metaphysics of presence — which is sometimes wrongly grafted onto Bergson’s philosophy — by focusing instead on his 
conception of non-organic vitalism: ‘The concept of presence, even if I use the word, does not interest me much. It’s too 
pious. It is ‘life’ which seems essential.’ Giles Deleuze, ‘Lettre-Préface’ in Mireille Buydens, Sahara: l’esthétique de Gilles Deleuze 
(Paris: PUF, 2005), p. 7
64 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 106, my emphasis



transcendental experience, perception becomes unattenuated and returns to the kaleidoscopic and 

delirious flux of a self-perceiving matter precisely because with it subjectivity itself has become 

adequate to the virtual, has been overcome by the paroxysm of a cosmic memory that forces it to think 

and see, indeed to express, the perpetual hallucination of the real as process.65 Henri Michaux’s numerous 

descriptions of the mescaline trip come remarkably close to the language of Bergsonian intuition: ‘The 

mechanism of [normal perceptual] attenuation which tended to efface everything no longer functions. 

One no longer rests in the attenuated, will soon no longer know what it is. Here everything moves 

towards paroxysm. The hallucinations will be the most brilliant, the most dazzling.… The taking over 

by the ‘small’ — the micro-undulations and the micro-perceptions — the wholly new persistence of 

the images appears, which is not merely an apparition, but one of the most real and troublesome inner 

accentuations.’66

 For Bergson, the method of intuition begins with a creative emotion67  — which is evoked by 

artistic or mystical reverie but may also be induced by philosophical thinking — that challenges the 

habits of the intellect; these affective states install one firmly within one’s own duration, which is 

discovered to be but a nuance within the continuous spectrum of the totalizing, if fluid, duration.68 If 

there is a difference between the material universe and different perceptions of it, this difference 

ultimately lies only in the qualitative differentiation of the multiplicity of durations. Deleuze 

emphasizes this point, which is precisely the way in which we should make sense of his perspectivism 

contra Bergson’s intuition of the duration, his equation of the ‘true empiricism’ of intuition with the ‘real 
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65  We can now  make better sense of Deleuze’s declaration: ‘What can be more subjective than a delirium, a dream, a 
hallucination? But what can be closer to an [objective] materiality made up of luminous wave and molecular interaction?’ 
Deleuze, Cinema 1, p. 77
66 Henri Michaux, Light through Darkness, trans. Haakon Chevalier (New  York: Orion, 1963), p. 140. We shall return to the 
conception of hallucination as micro-perception at the end of this chapter. Aldous Huxley explicitly equates his mescaline 
trip with Bergsonian intuition: ‘Reflecting on my experience, I find myself agreeing ... that we should do well to consider 
much more seriously than we have hitherto been inclined to do the type of theory which Bergson put forward in 
connection with memory and sense perception. The suggestion is that the function of the brain and nervous system and 
sense organs is in the main eliminative and not productive. Each person is at each moment capable of remembering all that 
has ever happened to him and of perceiving everything that is happening everywhere in the universe. The function of the 
brain and nervous system is to protect us from being overwhelmed and confused by this mass of largely useless and 
irrelevant knowledge, by shutting out most of what we should otherwise perceive or remember at any moment, and leaving 
only that very small and special selection which is likely to be practically useful. According to such a theory, each one of us 
is potentially Mind at large.’ Aldous Huxley, The Doors of  Perception and Heaven and Hell (New York: Vintage, 2004), pp. 10-11
67 ‘And what is this creative emotion if not precisely a cosmic Memory, that actualizes all the levels at the same time, that 
liberates man from the plane or the level that is proper to him, in order to make him a creator, adequate to the whole 
movement of  creation.’ Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 111
68  ‘To philosophize means to reverse the normal direction of the workings of thought … to be installed in the mobile 
reality, adopt its ceaselessly changing direction, in short, grasp it intuitively. But to do that, it must do itself violence, reverse 
the direction of the operation by which it ordinarily thinks, continually upsetting its categories, or rather, recasting them.’ 
Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 160. Or again, ‘what is required is that we should break with 
certain habits of thinking and perceiving that have become natural to us. We must return to the direct perception of change 
and mobility.’ Bergson, ‘Perception of Change’ in The Creative Mind, p. 118. In this sense, Bergsonian intuition is a kind of 
cognitive effort  that ultimately goes beyond the intellect. It is a method like Kant’s ‘disinterestedness’ or Husserl’s ‘bracketing,’ 
although the theoretical backgrounds and aims are entirely different in each case. In general, the latter two both require 
cognition to subtract information about the object. For Bergson, on the other hand, habitual perception is already a 
subtraction — a slice of the real — and therefore intuition requires an addition or, more precisely, an expansion of 
consciousness beyond itself. Although Deleuze refers to intuition as Bergson’s philosophical method, he tends to emphasize 
its passive side in his own formulation: hence his terms ‘shock to thought’ and ‘spiritual automaton.’



metaphysics.’69 Intuition is a method ‘by which we can emerge from our own duration, by which we 

make use of our own duration to affirm the existence of other durations, above or below us.’70  In 

intuition, one is installed within ones own duration but immediately senses beneath it the entire 

spectrum of duration such that there seems to be ‘a choice between an infinity of possible durations.’71 

With intuition, man is able to open onto all the nuances of duration that are normally only available to 

individual species; he is able ‘to affirm the existence of objects both inferior and superior to [him], 

though nevertheless in a certain sense interior’ to him.72  Intuition thus expands perception ‘by 

breathing life once again into the phantoms that surround us’ making perception itself perfectly 

adequate to the real and thus to metaphysics; with the ‘superior empiricism’ of intuition, ‘nothing in the 

data of the senses would be sacrificed; no aspect of the real’ would need to be substituted with 

concepts since nothing is left undisclosed.73 Again by way of playing on Spinoza, Bergson argues that 

by plunging into the intuition of duration ‘we accustom ourselves to think and to perceive all things sub 

specie durationis, the more we plunge into real duration.… Then reality no longer appears in the static, 

attenuated, state; it affirms itself dynamically, in the continuity and variability of its tendency. What was 
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69 Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 147. We might adopt the language of Jean-Luc Nancy and 
say that the main difference between Bergson and Deleuze is that, for the latter, ‘there is no the’ duration. What is important 
for Deleuze is that intuition allows us to move beyond the confines of a phenomenological point of view, not that this 
point of view becomes adequate to some antiquated rationalist ideal of the ‘true world.’ The clearest statement of Deleuze’s 
Bergsonian perspectivism is the following: ‘man is capable of rediscovering all the levels, all the degrees of expansion and 
contraction … all the frenzies ... that, elsewhere, can only be embodied in different species.’ Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 106. 
More evidence of Deleuze’s perspectivism, this time conceived in Fechnerian or Leibnizian terms, is his belief in 
classifications of ‘the spiritual mechanisms of the monadic soul … from vertigo or dizziness to luminous life.’ Deleuze, The 
Fold, p. 92. Here he is alluding to the experiences of the hierarchy of souls presented in Fechner’s Little Book, which is 
perhaps also the origin of William James’ idea of a ‘mystical ladder’ as well as his pluralistic world-view  more generally. If 
we recall the young Fechner’s interest in Oken, we can connect Deleuze’s statement that ‘man is capable of rediscovering all 
the levels ... that, elsewhere can only be embodied in different species’ directly to Romantic Naturphilosophie. Oken held that 
the special significance of man is that he unites, in the highest level of development, all sensory organs which are seen in 
lower animals only in an uneven functional distribution. Bergson’s insistence that intuition is adequate to ‘the real 
metaphysics’ that would, in turn, be the metaphysics that modern science requires, is no doubt the result of his uneasy 
relation with the rampant positivism of his time and his desire to give philosophy some sort of scientific credibility (he was, 
of course, first trained as a mathematician). But Deleuze had no such relation with science or positivism generally. He states 
very clearly that art, philosophy, and science are equal in their abilities to think the infinite speed of the plane of 
immanence; each offers, its is own way, different points of view, different slices of the chaosmos. Indeed, modern physics — 
for example, Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, Schrödinger’s cat, Everett’s many-worlds interpretation of quantum 
mechanics — seems to concur with Deleuze that science itself  can never have a totalizing, or perfectly true, view of  reality.
70 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 33
71 Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 156
72  Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 155, translation modified. Indeed Michaux said of his 
experiments with mescaline: ‘Time similarly affected / duration now  elastic, abnormally drawn out / all dimensions now 
afloat, indistinct.’ Henri Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, trans. Richard Sieburth (New York: The Drawing Center, 2000), p. 
66
73 Bergson, ‘Philosophical Intuition’ in The Creative Mind, p. 106. Bergson, ‘Perception of  Change’ in The Creative Mind, p. 111



immobile and frozen in our perception is warmed and set in motion.’74 This is the sense in which we 

must understand Bergson’s claim that to intuit, to reach the real metaphysics, requires going beyond the 

human condition.

 An extension of the faculty of perception is not just a fantastic philosophical theory; Bergson 

argues that artists and seers continually remind us that intuition is indeed possible and that we should 

take inspiration from them. In short, they ground our belief in the possibility of perceiving other 

durations.75  It is from this perspective that we should approach a poem like Michaux’s ‘By Surprise,’ 

which evokes beyond any controllable frame of mind a Bergsonian vision of time massively enlarged, 

beyond its merely human tempos, to include all the strata of a ‘contrary evolution.’76 The poem begins 

with a violent paroxysm induced by ingesting mescaline: ‘Having swallowed the drug – more or less to 

get rid of it – I have set the wheel of time in motion.’77 Henceforth solid objects loose their density, images 

are outpaced by their sheer, infinite movement as he gradually emerges from the ‘physical’ and opens 

onto the ‘metaphysical world — but a real, lived, suffered, experimental metaphysical world dealt with 

directly, not drawn from any bookish learning.’78 The most unsettling aspect of Michaux’s perception of 

this ‘metaphysical world’ is his experience of being disconnected from the comfort of recognizable 

chronological markers; the discrepancy between the measurements of wrist-watch time and the 

duration he inhabits under the influence of mescaline is almost unbearable. ‘I am weary of waiting for 

the time by my watch to begin moving forward again in accordance with the time which I inhabit and 

in which I travel at a different pace; but in fact my watch seems to be slowing down, to be going wrong, 

to be unconscionably slow, and not to be ample enough to contain my wanderings, for it eats up a few 

little minutes whilst I am living through an adventure lasting hours … disoriented.’79 Bergson suggests 

that the experience of living at another speed of consciousness, another duration, would be felt ‘like 
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74 Bergson, ‘Perception of Change’ in The Creative Mind, pp. 131-132. Of course Bergson uses the Latinized durationis here to 
signify the duration in his very special sense and not in Spinoza’s sense of a limited, or partial viewpoint. Although Spinoza 
makes it clear that all beings other than God are irrevocably bound to the condition of natura naturata, in the fifth book of 
his Ethics, he claims that humans are, through the capacity of a honed intellect, capable of being in the world sub specie 
æternitatis, that is, from the viewpoint of eternity. For Bergson, the duration is not a dead or frozen eternity, but rather the 
real as an infinite mobility. ‘Not a conceptual eternity, which is an eternity of death, but an eternity of life. It would be a 
living and consequently still moving eternity where our own duration would find itself like the vibrations in light, and which 
would be the concretion of  all Duration.’ Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 158
75 ‘If we accept and admire artists, it is because we had already perceived something of what they show  us. But we had 
perceived without seeing. It was, for us, a brilliant and vanishing vision, lost in the crowd of those visions, equally brilliant 
and equally vanishing, which become overcast in our ordinary experience like ‘dissolving views’ and which constitute, by 
their reciprocal interference, the pale and colorless vision of things that is habitually ours.’ Bergson, ‘Perception of Change’ 
in The Creative Mind, p. 112. Like Bergson, Schelling makes creative genius — in his apotheosis of the artist in The System of 
Transcendental Idealism, which is often seen as the culmination of  the Romantic aesthetic — into the organon of  intuition.
76 ‘These levels and regions he discovers … are they not the seemingly endless strata of a contrary evolution through which 
he regresses? — not only his but that of the human race in him; thrown back, in several respects, into what is prior … with 
functions correspondingly imperfect, naked, primitive. And what he acquired in passing through the ages is its wealth of 
corresponding perceptions.’ Henri Michaux, ‘By Surprise’ in Spaced, Displaced, trans. David and Helen Constantine 
(Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 1992), p. 157
77 Henri Michaux, ‘By Surprise’ in Spaced, Displaced, p. 133
78 Henri Michaux, ‘By Surprise’ in Spaced, Displaced, p. 149
79 Henri Michaux, ‘By Surprise’ in Spaced, Displaced, p. 151



shivers through an immense body … fatiguing perhaps to your imagination.’80  Invoking an almost 

Leibnizian sensibility, he concurs with Michaux that it may indeed throw one into a state of 

disorientation: ‘Before the spectacle of this universal mobility there may be some who will be seized 

with dizziness. They are accustomed to terra firma.’81 We shall turn to Leibnizian sensibility in the next 

section, but first we must understand the ways in which Deleuze goes beyond Bergson in his shift from 

the movement-image to the time-image.

 For Deleuze, Bergsonian intuition is a philosophical method for going beyond Kantianism and 

the phenomenological turn of experience. It is not ‘an appeal to the ineffable’ — it is decidedly not the 

‘intellectual intuition’ of the Early Romantics — but rather a way ‘to determine the conditions of 

problems,’82 the transcendental conditions not of possible experience, but of real experience. This is 

how Deleuze resolves the fundamental dualism inherent to Kant’s aesthetics.83 Bergsonian intuition is 

the first step towards a transcendental empiricism whose goal is to re-construct an aesthetics without 

judgment and to create a hallucinatory image of thought ‘corresponding to the new lines, openings, 

traces, leaps, dynamisms, discovered by a molecular biology of the brain.’84 However, to the extent that 

Bergson suggests that intuition could or should become completely equivalent to a pure perception of  

the duration, his thought must undergo a Nietzschian operation in order to remove any remaining traces 

of ‘truth,’ a philosophical category to which he seems to subscribe when he claims that intuition is a 

‘true empiricism’ adequate to ‘the real metaphysics.’85  The most important philosophical difference 

between the theses of Cinema 1 and Cinema 2 is precisely the attempt to resolve this issue beyond 

Bergson. Against the dream of a supposed true World, Deleuze posits the concept of a disjunctive 

‘chaosmos’ modeled in part on a virtual Leibnizian universe in which all incompossible worlds coexist. 

However, Nietzsche is Deleuze’s closest ally in this conceptualization: ‘Once we leave the shores of 

judgment, we also repudiate the [Apollonian] dream in favor of a [Dionysian] intoxication, like a tide 

sweeping over us. What we seek in states of intoxication — drugs, drink, ecstasies — is an antidote to 

both the dream and judgment.’86  By way of a Nietzschian conception of the ‘power of the false,’ 

Deleuze equates intuition with Bergson’s theory of fabulation rather than the pure perception of the 
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80 Bergson, Matter and Memory, p. 208
81 Bergson, ‘Perception of  Change’ in The Creative Mind, p. 125
82 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 115
83 In the ‘Transcendental Aesthetic’ of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant describes how the conditions of possible experience 
— the a priori forms of space and time — determine how  objective elements of sensation are presented in our intuition. 
However, the Critique of Judgment  shows how  the subjective elements of sensation — the feelings of pleasure and pain — are 
reflections on, or more precisely, judgments of real experience. In contrast to this problematic split in Kant’s theory of 
sensibility, Deleuze proposes a ‘transcendental empiricism’ modeled after Bergson’s intuition in which we ‘must look for the 
conditions not of possible experience, but of real experience. It is here that we find the lived reality of a sub-representative 
domain.’ Transcendental empiricism is how Deleuze avoids Kant’s subject-object duality and offers a transcendental 
aesthetic in which the conditions of experience are precisely the genetic conditions of real experience. See Deleuze, Difference and 
Repetition, p. 69
84 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 117
85 Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 147. Or again: ‘I  believe in the mutability of reality rather 
than that of  truth.’ Bergson, ‘Letter to William James’ in Key Writings, p. 362
86 Deleuze, ‘To Have Done with Judgment’ in Essays Critical and Clinical, p. 130



real.87 He thus unhinges us from the World and offers a theory of aisthesis without any grounding in 

truth.
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87 Despite the fact that Deleuze praises the theory of pure perception as the only real moment of immanence in Bergson’s 
entire work (Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? pp. 48-49) it alone is not sufficient to understand the type of 
perception adequate for a transcendental empiricism.



2.3   Leibnizian petites perceptions

Deleuze’s engagement with Leibniz is more complicated — in the fullest sense of the word — than his 

virtual identification with Bergson. If Leibniz appears in Deleuze’s Logic of Sense as the conceptual 

persona against whom the later creates the concepts of diverging series and disjunctive synthesis, he 

reappears in Deleuze’s The Fold as an ally insofar as we are offered, in this text, a virtual Leibniz. Here 

we have ‘a transcendental Leibnizian philosophy’1  transfigured by Deleuze’s investment in Bergson, 

Maimon, and Whitehead and informed by Deleuze’s own theory of singularities, which in a certain 

sense resolves the problem Leibniz calls the ‘labyrinth of the continuum.’ It is as if Deleuze’s theory of 

singularities bridges the seemingly irreconcilable gap that existed between the two philosophers’ worlds 

and thus allows them to coexist on the virtual plane that they both helped to conceptualize. In this 

section, we will analyze the Deleuzo-Leibnizian theory of the imperceptible that goes beyond, in 

certain ways, Deleuze’s investment in Bergson. In short, the differential genesis of the faculties that 

results from encounters with signs has a micro-structure rooted in a post-Kantian reading of Leibniz’ 

calculus. Deleuze argues that the conditions of real, rather than merely possible, perception are not 

given a priori, but are determined by the differential relations of consciousness itself. Furthermore, 

there are no external objects of perception, properly speaking, in the world of Deleuze-Leibniz since 

objects are produced genetically by these differentials of consciousness. At the limit, the trajectory of a 

transcendental Leibnizian logic pushes Deleuze to exclaim that ‘every perception is hallucinatory 

because perception has no object.’2

 Bergson argues that intuition — on which Deleuze’s transcendental perception is in part 

modelled — requires a violent reversal of our habitual cognitive tendencies. Additionally, in a 
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1  Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Tom Conley (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), p. 122. 
Deleuze turns to Leibniz in order to redefine the Kantian transcendental field but in the process he creates a transcendental, 
or virtual, Leibniz: ‘Doing this means returning to Leibniz, but on bases other than Leibniz’s. All the elements to create a 
genesis such as the post-Kantians demanded it, all the elements are virtually in Leibniz.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles 
Deleuze: Leibniz 20/05/1980’ online at http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=130&groupe=Leibniz&langue=2
2 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 93. This is reminiscent of Hippolyte Taine’s provocative suggestion that ‘external perception is a true 
hallucination.’ Hippolyte Taine, On Intelligence, trans. T.D. Haye (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1998), p. 222. However, there is a 
fundamental difference in the meanings of these two statements. Taine was merely summing up the late-19th century 
position amongst experimental psychologists who, since Goethe, more and more conceived of vision as a purely 
ungrounded subjective experience that no longer represented or referred to objects in the world. ‘The “real world” that the 
camera obscura had stabilized for two centuries was no longer, to paraphrase Nietzsche, the most useful or valuable world. 
The modernity enveloping Turner, Fechner, and their heirs had no need of its kind of truth and immutable identities.’ 
Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in  the Nineteenth  Century (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992), p. 149. 
When Deleuze talks about perception having no object, he is not to be understood as an Idealist or phenomenologist. 
Rather, we should read him quite literally: the elements of perception are not recognizable ‘objects’ but are composed from 
what Leibniz calls petites perceptions and what Deleuze calls ‘percepts.’ For an interesting discussion relating Goethe, Fechner, 
and Turner, see ibid., pp. 137-145. For a comparison between Deleuze and Turner, see James Williams ‘Deleuze on J.M.W. 
Turner: Catastrophism in Philosophy,’ in Deleuze and Philosophy: The Difference Engineer, ed. Keith Ansell Pearson (London: 
Routledge, 1997), pp. 233-246.



somewhat bizarre statement, Bergson claims that ‘the most powerful method of investigation known to 

the mind, infinitesimal calculus, was born of that very reversal. Modern mathematics is precisely an 

effort to substitute for the ready-made what is in process of becoming, to follow the growth of 

magnitudes, to seize movement no longer from the outside and in its manifest result, but from within 

and in its tendency towards change, in short, to adopt the mobile continuity of the pattern of things.’3 

Deleuze picks up this line of thinking and bases his theory of Leibnizian transcendental perception not 

on a Kantian model of the movement of the faculties in sublime experience but rather on an ‘esoteric’ 

formulation of calculus which, Deleuze argues, is nothing other than a ‘mathematical-psychological 

mechanism,’ in which the psychic ‘I’ is engendered through differential relations.4

 Leibniz’s principle of sufficient reason states that what is predicated of a monad is the totality of 

events that are in one way or another related to it, including all the causes and effects of each of these 

events. Leibniz pushes this first principle as far as he can — stretching causes and effects to infinity 

such that, at the limit, each monad can be said to contain the totality of the world — creating an entire 

philosophy born of ‘genius and delirium.’5 But Leibniz allows for neither a universal mind nor a single 

substance; there are only an infinite number of individual monads, each expressing the totality of the 

same world, albeit from a different ‘point of view.’ Furthermore, for Leibniz, the world does not exist 

outside the different points of view that express it. There is no world in itself. Each monad’s point of 

view constitutes the perspective on the world that is perceived/expressed by it clearly; points of view 

are extremely attenuated visions that provide windows of clear perception on a small portion of the 

world. But since the principle of sufficient reason stipulates that the entirety of the world is in fact 

perceived by every monad, Leibniz argues that the regions of the world that are outside a particular 

monad’s point of  view must be perceived ‘obscurely and unconsciously.’

At every moment there is in us an infinity of perceptions, unaccompanied by awareness or 
reflection; that is, of alterations of the soul itself, of which we are unaware because these 
impressions are either too minute and too numerous, or else too unvarying, so that they are 
not sufficiently distinct on their own … they involve the infinite; that connection that each 
being has with all the rest of the universe. It can be said that by virtue of these minute 
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3  Henry Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics,’ in The Creative Mind, trans. Mabelle Andison (New  York: Dover, 2007), p. 
161
4 Gilles Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 29/04/1980’ online at http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?
cle=55&groupe=Leibniz&langue=2
5 Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 20/05/1980’



perceptions … eyes as piercing as God’s could read in the lowliest substance the universe’s 
whole sequence of  events.6 

Despite being a rationalist philosophy, Leibniz’s monadology comes down more or less to his theory of 

perception: ‘A simple substance … [exists] in some state: and that is nothing else but its perception.’7 

The perception of such a simple substance, a ‘naked monad,’ is reminiscent of Bergson’s frenzied 

vibrations of pure matter; because the perception of naked monads is nothing but a confused murmur 

and is not punctuated by ‘heightened,’ or conscious, moments it expresses only a sort of universal 

dizziness.8 What makes a monad conscious is its ability to apperceive, to have distinct albeit attenuated 

perceptions, which are themselves determined by an infinite number of minute perceptions that are the 

confused murmur of the world. Although each conscious monad expresses or contains the entirely of 

the world, which is indeed infinite, it is unable to express it completely within its finite consciousness; 

instead, the infinity of the world is expressed in conscious monads confusedly, by minute or unconscious 

perceptions.9 As Deleuze notes, ‘the infinite is taken here only as the presence of an unconscious in 

finite understanding, of something that cannot be contained in finite thought.’10 It is the calculus which 

allows us to think the infinite within the finite and thus the relationship between conscious and 

unconscious perceptions. 
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6  Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, New Essays on Human Understanding, ed. and trans. Peter Remnant and Jonathan Bennett 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 53-55. See also his ‘Discourse on Metaphysics’ §33 in Philosophical Texts, 
ed. and trans. R.S. Woolhouse and Richard Francks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 85. Psychophysics relies 
heavily upon Leibniz’s theory of petites perceptions and especially the limen  that separates them from conscious perception. In 
fact, Fechner subscribed to these ideas as early as his Little Book: ‘That which goes out visibly and perceptibly from man 
during his lifetime is not the only thing that emanates from him. However small and fine the vibration or impulse may be by 
which a conscious emotion is carried to our minds, yet the whole play of conscious emotions is borne by an inward mental 
action, it cannot die without producing effects of its kind in us and at last beyond us; only we cannot follow  them into life 
outside. As little as can the lute keep its playing to itself, it is borne out beyond it, so little can our minds.... The physicist, 
however, recognizes and follows only the action of the lower exterior order, and does not concern himself with the finer, 
which he does not perceive. But even if he does not perceive it, yet knowing the principle, does he dare deny the result?’ 
Gustav Fechner, Little Book of  Life After Death, trans. Mary Wadsworth (New York: Pantheon, 1943), pp. 58-59 
7 Leibniz, ‘Monadology’ §21 in Philosophical Texts, p. 270
8 See Leibniz, ‘Monadology’ §24 in Philosophical Texts. Deleuze’s description of Leibniz’s world of pure matter is indeed very 
reminiscent of Bergson: ‘Dividing endlessly, the parts of matter form little vortices in a maelstrom, and in these are found 
even more vortices, even smaller, and even more are spinning in the concave intervals of the whirls that touch one another. 
Matter thus offers an infinitely porous, spongy, or cavernous texture without emptiness, caverns endlessly contained in other 
caverns: no matter how  small, each body contains a world pierced with irregular passages, surrounded and penetrated by an 
increasingly vaporous fluid, the totality of the universe resembling a pond of matter in which there exist different flows and 
waves.’ Deleuze, The Fold, p. 5. Furthermore, ‘from a psychic point of view, this chaos would be a universal giddiness.’ Ibid., 
p. 77
9 The entirety ‘of the universe could be seen in each individual soul, if we could only unfold all that is enfolded in it.… But 
just as each of the soul’s distinct perceptions involves an infinity of confused perceptions which encapsulate the entire 
universe, so the soul itself doesn’t know  the things of which it has a perception except in so far as it has a perception which 
is distinct and revealed.’ Leibniz, ‘Principles of  Nature and Grace’ §13 in Philosophical Texts, p. 264
10 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 89. From Difference and Repetition  to Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze develops a theory of the unconscious which 
is entirely on the side of Leibniz: ‘The unconscious is differential, involving little perceptions, and as such it is different in 
kind from consciousness. It concerns problems and questions which can never be reduced to the great oppositions [as in 
Freud’s conception] or the overall effects that are felt in consciousness.’ Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul 
Patton (New  York: Columbia University Press, 1994), p. 108. ‘And in contrast to Lautréamont’s song that rises up around 
the paranoiac-Oedipal-narcissistic pole – ‘O rigorous mathematics. . . . Arithmetic! Algebra! Geometry! Imposing trinity! Luminous 
triangle!’ – there is another song: O schizophrenic mathematics, uncontrollable and mad desiring-machines!’ Gilles Deleuze 
and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen Lane (Minneapolis: 
University of  Minnesota Press, 1983), pp. 371-372



 Monads express most of the world in a confused manner, as if it were a mere background noise, 

as an infinite number of infinitely small unconscious perceptions. The part of the world these monads 

express clearly and distinctly — that is, consciously — is that portion that affects their bodies and 

corresponds to what Leibniz calls their point of view. Ultimately, however, every monad expresses the 

totality of the world and thus ‘knows infinity, knows everything, but confusedly.’11 If all this follows 

from pushing the principle of sufficient reason as far as possible, towards an almost hallucinatory 

conceptualization of the world, Deleuze shows that Leibniz still falls back onto the concepts of 

representation and identity. Leibniz argues that every monad is different, individual and yet each 

expresses or represents the infinity of predicates of one and the same world; he maintains both these 

views logically by merely rendering representation infinite and subordinating difference to identity. 

‘Infinite representation includes precisely an infinity of representations — either by ensuring the 

convergence of all points of view on the same object or the same world … it maintains a unique center 

which gathers and represents all the others.’12 Beyond Leibniz, however, Deleuze argues that underlying 

the principle of sufficient reason is a theory of sub-representational Ideas which, in their infinity, are 

‘not attained by merely multiplying representations and points of view. On the contrary, each 

composing representation must be distorted, diverted and torn from its center. Each point of view 

must itself be the object.… The object must therefore be in no way identical, but torn asunder in a 

difference in which the identity of the object as seen by a seeing subject vanishes. Difference must 

become the element, the ultimate unity; it must therefore refer to other differences which never identify 

it but rather differentiate it.’13  Deleuze refuses to harness the ‘delirium and genius’ of Leibniz’s 

principle of sufficient reason back onto the rather sober pre-established harmony of a merely possible 

world, even if this world is deemed by God to be the best. Instead, he offers us a ‘properly chaotic 

world without identity … a chaosmos’14 composed not by the immediacy of the given, which would be 

mere objects of representation, but rather by the differential relations of Ideas, or ‘singularities,’ which 

are the genetic conditions of the given. These pre-individual and discontinuous singularities15  are not 

identical to the empirical givens of a possible world; they define ‘the real transcendental field’16 that 

determines differentially these empirical givens. 
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11 Leibniz, ‘Principles of  Nature and Grace’ §13 in Philosophical Texts, p. 264
12 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 56
13 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 56
14 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 57
15  Deleuze defines the singular (what Leibniz calls remarkable or notable) in a very special way that draws more from 
mathematics than from philosophy. Thus for him it is opposed to the ordinary rather than the universal. The singular is 
what is discontinuous, or what is opposed to the rule. For example, a square is composed of an infinite number of ordinary 
points but only four singular points that define its corners. The singular is the point at which something in a series changes; 
it is the point at which the equation that defines a line changes function and thus its curve. Singular points define the whole 
line since they determine the trajectory of the series of ordinary points that extend from them. ‘The singular point’s 
characteristic is to prolong itself into the whole series of ordinary points that depend on it.’  This extension of a singular 
onto an ordinary series is what Deleuze calls the continuous. Therefore a continuity is what is determined by the 
discontinuous: ‘It’s very bizarre since, in order to reach this definition of the continuous, I used what apparently introduces 
a discontinuity, a singularity in which something changes.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘Les cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 29/04/80’
16 Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, ed. Constantin Boundas, trans. Mark Lester and Charles Stivale (New  York: Columbia 
University Press, 1990), p. 109



 There is neither identity in the world nor in the monad. Since each monad is open to the infinity 

of predicates of the world, it can have no center, no identity as a self; and since the world does not 

exist except as a continuous alteration of partial expressions of its infinite curve, it also has no fixed 

center or identity. Ultimately there is only an infinite number of individual monads, each of which is 

composed of an infinity of pre-individual and discontinuous singularities; there is only a chaosmos that 

continuously differs from itself. This is where Deleuze moves from Leibniz to Whitehead. For the 

former, ‘monads’ being-for the world’17 is submitted to a condition of identity and closure determined 

by a divine harmony while discords or ‘incompossibilities’ are relegated to borders between 

discontinuous worlds. For the latter, it is kept open ‘as if by a pair of pliers’18 by all the discontinuous 

singularities that now ‘belong to the same motley world.’19  From the harmonic closure of Leibniz’s 

monadology, Deleuze opens to the chaosmic ‘nomadololgy’ of Whitehead’s process philosophy. God is 

no longer the legislator of a pre-established harmony but becomes a pure process that allows all 

virtualities to pass into existence, forming an infinite web of endlessly bifurcating series of convergent 

and divergent lines, a chaosmos consisting in ‘a polyphony of polyphonies.’20  In order to understand 

more completely the differential mechanisms of perception at work in this nomadology, we will now 

look at what Deleuze calls the ‘esoteric’ tradition of  calculus.

 In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze writes that the relation between an empirical thing and the 

singular Ideas of which it is composed is like that between x and dx in calculus, where the latter is an 

element of a differential relation, an infinitely small or ‘vanishing’ quantity: ‘dx is strictly nothing in 

relation to x … in short, dx is the Idea.’21 Not only are the elements of a differential relation infinitely 

small, these infinitely small quantities are also completely undetermined in themselves; they are neither 

real — in the sense of a real number, like ‘3’ — nor imaginary — as in an algebraic variable, like ‘z,’ 

which is unspecified but still has a determined value. The terms of a differential relation, like dx or dy, 

have no determined value themselves but are only determined within the relation itself. ‘Under this 

form of infinitesimal calculus is discovered a domain where the relations no longer depend on their 

terms.’22 Deleuze writes ‘this form’ because he is referring to an esoteric, or even ‘barbaric,’ trajectory 
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17 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 81
18 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 137
19 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 81
20 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 82. Compare this to James’ disjunctive world of pure experience: ‘If you should liken the universe of 
absolute idealism to an aquarium, a crystal globe in which goldfish are swimming, you would have to compare the empiricist 
universe to something more like one of those dried human heads with which the Dyaks of Borneo deck their lodges. The 
skull forms the solid nucleus; but innumerable feathers, leaves, strings, beads, and loose appendices of every description 
float and dangle from it, and save that they terminate in it, seem to have nothing to do with one another.’ William James, 
Essays in Radical Empiricism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), p. 24
21 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 171
22  Gilles Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Spinoza 17/02/1981,’ online at http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/
texte.php?cle=38&groupe=Spinoza&langue=2

http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=38&groupe=Spinoza&langue=2
http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=38&groupe=Spinoza&langue=2
http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=38&groupe=Spinoza&langue=2
http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=38&groupe=Spinoza&langue=2


within the history of calculus that actually took differential elements, dx and dy, seriously.23  This 

trajectory includes Salomon Maimon and Jozef Hoene-Wronski, who were post-Kantians who 

returned to Leibniz in order to show how empirical objects were not simply given but engendered by 

the differential relations of infinitesimal elements. Wronski, for his part, made a transcendental 

distinction between the finite x and the infinitesimal dx. He argued that ‘finite quantities bear upon the 

objects of our knowledge, and infinitesimal quantities on the very generation of this knowledge; such 

that each of these two classes of knowledge must have laws proper to them, and it is in the distinction 

between these laws that the major thesis of the metaphysics of infinitesimal quantities is to be found.’24 

Furthermore, we should not confuse ‘the objective laws of finite quantities with the purely subjective 

laws of  infinitesimal quantities.’25 

 It is these subjective laws of infinitesimal quantities that Maimon calls the ‘differentials of 

consciousness.’26  Against Kant, Maimon argued that it is the reciprocal determination of these 

differentials that determine genetically both ‘objects’ of perception as well as the form of space-time 
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23 Deleuze’s use of ‘esoteric’ calculus in Difference and Repetition and The Fold should be understood within the context of his 
desire to provide modern science with ‘the metaphysics it needs.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘Responses to a Series of Questions,’ 
Collapse III (November 2007), p. 41. However, it must also be kept in mind that this metaphysics is itself ‘philosophy as 
science fiction,’ in which one speaks about science in a manner which is ultimately not scientific. ‘Esoteric’ should be 
understood, in the first place, within the context of Deleuze’s explanations of ‘nomad science’ and, perhaps secondarily, 
within the context of the history of esotericism itself. In the category of the latter, we can include his early interest in an 
esoteric mathesis, indicated by his introduction — while still a student — to a new  edition of the 19th century occult treatise 
Études sur la mathèse ou anarchie et  hiérarchie de la science by Johann Malfatti de Montereggio (Gilles Deleuze, ‘Mathesis, Science, 
and Philosophy,’ Collapse III, November 2007, pp. 141-155), as well as his use in Difference and Repetition  of Jozef Hoene-
Wronski’s mathematical system whose own purpose was to support a larger esoteric metaphysics. Indeed, Wronski’s 
synthesis of Leibnizian calculus and post-Kantian Idealism played a fundamental role in the mid-19th century revival of 
Western esotericism, which has been attested to by the ‘Father’ of modern French occultism, Eliphas Lévi. See Christopher 
McIntosh, Eliphas Lévi and the French Occult Revival (Albany: SUNY Press, 2011). Both Malfatti and Wronski were, to varying 
degrees, adherents of Naturphilosophie and their searches for absolute knowledge can be put within the context of the early 
Schelling’s conception of intellectual intuition, in which absolute knowledge is ultimately characterized as indemonstrable 
and, indeed, ‘esoteric.’ This context must be highlighted when we also recall that Schelling — who maintained an interest in 
the mysticism of Swedenborg and Böhme throughout his life — held mathematics to be the standard of knowledge during 
this period. For more on Deleuze’s relation with western esotericism and occultism see Christian Kerslake, Deleuze and the 
Unconscious (London: Continuum, 2007). To be done once and for all with the criticisms from the guardians of State science 
and the so-called ‘science wars’ in general, at least in Deleuze’s case, one only need to re-read his position vis-à-vis speaking in 
the name of science: ‘Of course, we realize the dangers of citing scientific propositions outside their own sphere. It is the 
danger of arbitrary metaphor or of forced application. But perhaps these dangers are averted if we restrict ourselves to 
taking from scientific operators a particular conceptualizable character which itself refers to non-scientific areas, and 
converges with science without applying it or making it a metaphor.’ Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh 
Tomlinson and Robert Galeta (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 1989), p. 129 
24 Hoene-Wronski quoted in Michael Blay, Reasoning with  the Infinite: From the Closed World to the Mathematical Universe (Chicago: 
University of  Chicago Press, 1998), p. 158
25 Hoene-Wronski quoted in Reasoning with the Infinite, p. 158.
26 Interestingly, Deleuze calls the mechanism of these differentials the ‘psychic automatism of perception’ which derive a 
clear perception from minute, unconscious perceptions. Deleuze, The Fold, p. 89. This might help us to understand the 
otherwise enigmatic figure of  the ‘spiritual automaton’ in his cinema books.



that conditions the perception of these objects within a ‘subject.’27 Rather than the sensible being a 

quality related to a recognizable object that it presupposes, as in Kant, Deleuze-Maimon suggests that it 

is a subjective quantity, indeed a vanishing quantity, a minute perception; the differentials of 

consciousness genetically determine objects that emerge, more or less, out of oblivion, that do not exist 

until they enter into a differential relation within the subject. Beyond the Kantian a priori conditioning 

of perception, we have ‘an internal subjective method of genesis…. The physical object and 

mathematical space both refer to a [properly] transcendental (differential and genetic) psychology of 

perception.’28 Furthermore, contrary to Bergson, for whom perception is a subtraction from the whole, 

the relation between conscious and unconscious perceptions for Deleuze-Maimon is not one of parts 

to a whole, but rather one between what is ordinary to what is singular.29 However, for both Bergson 

and Deleuze-Maimon, but in very different ways, the real is not a given whole but rather an open 

process whose mechanisms are only revealed with a transcendental perception.  

 With this conception, we have a rather strange, almost alchemical universe in which objects 

slowly emerge from a distant haze.30 Indeed when Deleuze describes how sensible objects are derived 

from the differential Ideas of consciousness, he uses language that is reminiscent of alchemical texts: 

‘the Idea of fire subsumes fire in the form of a single continuous mass capable of increase. The Idea 

of silver subsumes its object in the form of a liquid continuity of fine metal.’31 Here he concurs with 

Wronski that there is a transcendental distinction between representations, or the objects of perception, 
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27  It is important to remember that both Maimon and Wronski were attempting to resolve some technical problems in 
Kantian philosophy by returning to Leibniz. Maimon in particular was heralded by both Kant and Fichte for understanding 
— and proposing new  solutions to — the problems of transcendental Idealism better than any of his contemporaries. See 
Immanuel Kant, Correspondence, ed. and trans. Arnulf Zweig (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 311-312 
and Johann Fichte, Early Philosophical Writings, ed. and trans. Daniel Breazeale (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), pp. 
383-384. Therefore, their language is steeped in the Idealism of their time, especially with regard to the problem of the 
transcendental subject. Deleuze, however, proposes his own post-Kantian trajectory by arguing that there is no given 
transcendental subject, no pure a priori forms. The logic provided by Maimon and Wronski allows him to show how both 
the object and the subject are genetically determined by differentials of consciousness, where consciousness is to be 
understood in the strictly Bergsonian sense of a vibratory, self-illumined matter. It should also be noted that the real 
importance of the calculus is that it provides a new  model for thought; even the late Maimon waivers on the issue of whether 
his theory of infinitesimals is simply a useful, that is, pragmatic tool for analysis — what he calls a creative ‘fiction’ — or 
instead points to a genuine metaphysical reality. Samuel Atlas, From Critical to Speculative Idealism: The Philosophy of Solomon 
Maimon (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1964), p. 110. It will become clear in the next chapter that Deleuze believes metaphysics is 
only possible if we allow for such fictions or fabulations to proliferate. Again, we can hear him in the background, silently 
repeating his axiom that philosophy is a kind of  science fiction.
28 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 89
29 Deleuze notes that Leibniz sometimes uses the language of parts vs. whole when he talks about the relationship between 
minute and conscious perception. However ‘when he really wants to explain things, he says something else, he says that 
conscious perception is derived from minute perceptions. It’s not the same thing, ‘is composed of ’ and ‘is derived from.’ In 
one case, you have the Whole-Parts relationship, in the other you have a relationship of a completely different nature. What 
different nature? The relation of derivation, what we call a derivative. That also brings us back to infinitesimal calculus: 
conscious perception derives from the infinity of minute perceptions.’ Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 
29/04/1980’
30 ‘In the beginning, there is light, but it is not yet perceived. It is instead a pure transparency, invisible, colorless, unformed, 
untouchable. It is the Idea … extended throughout the Open…. This light is the opening that creates space … and what 
comes to occupy this space is haze, solar haze.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘The Shame and the Glory: T.E. Lawrence,’ in Essays Critical 
and Clinical, trans. Daniel Smith and Michael Greco (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 1997), p. 115
31 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 171. However, the mysterious fluxes and integrations of the differential mechanisms of 
perception are no more ‘alchemical’ than the rather curious behavior of  quantum particles.



and their genetic elements; the function of the faculty of perception is to derive a clear representation 

of silver (s) from a cosmic soup of molten metal (dx, dy, dz, …). The genetic elements prior to 

representation within the faculty of perception are imperceptible to this faculty. They can only be 

perceived by a properly transcendental perception that has been pushed to its limits beyond the laws of 

recognition.32  In transcendental perception, perception ceases to be representative and becomes 

adequate to the real, that is, to the realm of  differential Ideas.

 It is interesting that, when discussing transcendental perception, Deleuze often invokes not only 

alchemy, but also the romantic imagery of drug use in Michaux and de Quincey as well as revolt in the 

desert, which of course is a smooth, nomadic space beyond the structured confines of the city-state. 

Commenting on the perception of the desert depicted in T.E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars, Deleuze writes: 

‘The rebellion itself is a gas, a vapor. Haze is the first state of nascent perception; it creates mirages in 

which things rise and fall, as if under the action of a piston, and men levitate, as if hung by a rope. To 

see through the haze is to have blurred vision — the rough outlines of a hallucinatory perception, a 

cosmic gray.’33 In addition to Lawrence, this rather poetic description of the transcendental conditions 

of perception draws its inspiration from the final scene of de Quincey’s Revolt of the Tartars. Through 

the eyes of the Chinese emperor — who is lazily enjoying the morning sun in his pavilion at the edge 

of the Gobi desert — the oncoming tartars are glimpsed indistinctly through voluminous masses of 

sand and vapor:

Suddenly to the westwards there arose a vast cloudy vapor, which by degrees expanded, 
mounted, and seemed to be slowly diffusing itself over the whole face of the heavens. By 
and by this vast sheet of mist began to thicken towards the horizon, and to roll forward in 
billowy volumes…. Through the next hour, during which the gentle morning breeze has a 
little freshened, the dusty vapor had developed itself far and wide into the appearance of 
huge aerial  draperies, hanging in mighty volumes from the sky to the earth; and at particular 
points, where the eddies of the breeze acted upon the pendulous skirts of these aerial 
curtains, rents were perceived, sometimes taking the form of regular arches, portals, and 
windows, through which began dimly to gleam the heads of camels ‘indorsed’ with human 
beings — and at intervals the moving of men and horses in tumultuous array — and then 
through other openings or vistas at far distant points the flashing of polished arms. But 
sometimes as the wind slackened or died away, all those openings, or whatever form, in the 
cloudy pall, would slowly close, and for a time the whole pageant was shut up from view; 
although the growing din, the clamors, shrieks, and groans, ascending from infuriated 
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32 The genetic elements of perception are ‘simultaneously the imperceptible and that which can only be perceived.’ Deleuze, 
Difference and Repetition, p. 230. Deleuze criticizes Kant for tracing the transcendental from the empirical mechanisms of 
psychological recognition, which assumes an a priori accord of all the faculties under the legislation of a single faculty in 
relation to the form of a presupposed object that is taken to be the same for each. Deleuze shows that a properly 
transcendental perception would be the ‘nth power’ of the faculty of perception, a faculty pushed to its own limits — 
beyond any external legislation — such that it encounters that which can only be perceived and not, as supposed by the 
recognition model, an object accessible to the other faculties.
33 Deleuze, ‘The Shame and the Glory,’ in Essays Critical and Clinical, p. 115



myriads, reported, in a language not to be misunderstood, what was going on behind the 
cloudy screen.34

However romantic this vision may be, and however indebted to it Deleuze is for his poetic formulation 

of transcendental perception, we should remember that Leibniz, the inventor of calculus, was also 

heavily influenced by alchemy, occult visions, and Chinese philosophy.35 

 Leibniz observes that we necessarily perceive things of which we have no conscious awareness. 

He therefore makes a distinction between apperception (conscious or molar perception) and minute 

perception (unconscious or molecular perception), and shows that the later are not related to 

recognizable objects as parts to a whole. Rather, the relation is one between that which is singular and 

that which is ordinary such that apperception is derived from singular minute perceptions. That is, 

‘singular’ and ‘ordinary’ are to be understood here in the strict mathematical sense: a conscious 

perception emerges when at least two heterogeneous minute perceptions enter into a differential relation. 

Deleuze uses the example of the perception of a color — for example green — to help make the point 

clear. Both yellow and blue can be normally perceived, but when they enter into a differential relation 

— dy/db = g — the difference between them vanishes as the values dy and db approach zero such that 

they can no longer be individually detected and the differential relation between them determines the 

perception of the color green. Furthermore, both ‘yellow or blue, each on its own account, is 

determined by a differential relation of two colors that we cannot detect, or two degrees of 
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34  Thomas de Quincey, ‘Revolt of the Tartars,’ in The Works of Thomas de Quincey, vol. IX, ed. Grevel Lindop (London: 
Pickering and Chatto, 2001), pp. 201-202, partially quoted in Deleuze, The Fold, p. 94. Albert Goldman has noted that ‘this 
extraordinary vision, the most celebrated piece of bravura description to be found in all of de Quincey’s writings … exhibits 
his favorite metaphor of columns of sand which, drawn up by the desert winds, assume a variety of impressive forms and 
then mysteriously dissolve and vanish.’ Albert Goldman, The Mine and the Mint: Sources for the Writings of Thomas de Quincey 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1965), p. 125. De Quincey notes that the ‘sublime’ experience of opium 
itself elicits ‘the feeling of a vast march — of infinite cavalcades filing off — and the tread of innumerable armies.’ Thomas 
de Quincey, ‘Confessions of an English Opium-Eater,’ in Confessions of an  English  Opium Eater and Other Writings, ed. Barry 
Milligan (London: Penguin, 2003), p. 85. He also claims that opium is ‘the magnificent apparatus which forces the infinite 
into the chambers of the human brain.’ De Quincey, ‘Suspiria de Profundis,’ in Ibid., p. 90. Compare de Quincey’s vision of 
revolt in the desert to Lawrence’s various depictions, for example: ‘we were ... a thing intangible, without front or back, 
drifting about like a gas ... a vapor, blowing where we listed.’ T.E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom (London: Penguin, 2000), 
p. 198
35  See, for example, A.P. Coudert, R.H. Popkin, and G.M. Weiner, eds., Leibniz, Mysticism, and Religion, ed. (Dordrecht: 
Kluwer, 1998)



chiaroscuro.’36 This mechanism can be followed ad infinitum, completely annulling the possibility of the 

existence of external objects of perception, since the infinitely small, heterogeneous elements of these 

differential relations are undetermined in themselves. This is how Deleuze is able to push Leibniz’s 

logic to the point at which he is able to say: ‘Every perception is hallucinatory because perception has no object. 

Conscious perception has no object and … refers only to the exclusively physical mechanism of 

differential relations among unconscious perceptions that are comprising it within the monad. And 

unconscious perceptions have no object and do not refer to physical things. They are only related to the 

cosmological and metaphysical mechanism according to which the world does not exist outside of the 

monads that are conveying it.’37

 Neither the infinite multiplicity of infinitely minute elements (dx, dy) nor the ‘objects’ of 

apperception that they inform (z) preexist the differential relations (dx/dy) — the pure force of 

differentiation itself — which transcendentally and immanently conditions them both.38 What Deleuze 

means by the virtual is first and foremost a Bergsonian conception of transcendental time, defined as 

the force of movement, the chaosmic flux; it is ‘time as a force, time itself, time in its purest form.’39 

This is how we are able to make sense of both Deleuze’s insistence that calculus discloses a properly 

transcendental domain ‘where the relations no longer depend on their terms’40  as well as Bergson’s 

statement that it is able to show us the distinction between the given or ‘ready-made and what is in 
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36 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 88. Deleuze’s use of the term chiaroscuro — literally ‘light-dark’ — and his example of blue and 
yellow  are clear indications that he has Goethe in mind here. In his theory of colors, the latter claims: ‘White that becomes 
darker inclines to yellow; black, as it becomes lighter, inclines to blue.’ Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Theory of Colors, trans. 
Charles Eastlake (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1970), p. 206. Goethe, against Newton’s spectral description of color, regarded 
color as resulting from the interaction of light and darkness. This theory was important for the Romantic, Symbolist, and 
Neo-impressionist painters, particularly Turner and Kandinsky. It was also important for Fechner, who actually verified 
Goethe’s claims in his experiments with what is now  called ‘Fechner color,’ in which color is seen to emerge from rapidly 
moving black and white lines. Michaux’s mescaline drawings are works of black ink on paper which very rarely depict 
glimpses of color emerging from the movement of ‘countless lines ... animated by a life all their own, zigzagging like mad ... 
cinematographically.’ Henry Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, trans. Richard Sieburth (New York: The Drawing Center, 
2000), p. 64. Evoking again the ‘cosmic gray’ of Lawrence’s vision in the desert, Deleuze writes, ‘The Arab world is painted 
in black and white. But these are still only the conditions of perception, which will be fully actualized when colors appear, 
that is, when white darkens into yellow  and black lightens into blue: sand and sky, whose intensification produces a blinding 
crimson in which the world burns, and eyesight is replaced by suffering.’ Deleuze, ‘The Shame and the Glory,’ in Essays 
Critical and Clinical, p. 116. Deleuze’s commitment to the nomad sciences of Goethe’s color theory and ‘esoteric’ 
interpretations of  calculus should be understood as a concerted affront to the State science of  Isaac Newton.
37 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 93
38 The elements of  a differential relation are determined within and not simply by it.
39  Gilles Deleuze, ‘Occupy without Counting: Boulez, Proust and Time,’ in Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 
1975-1995, ed. David Lapoujade, trans. Ames Hodges and Mike Taormina (New  York: Semiotexte, 2006), p. 298. Elsewhere, 
Deleuze argues that the genetic elements of sensation (singularities, Ideas) are not primary since they ‘merely cut a slice in 
the continuous stream’ of  the chaosmos. Deleuze, ‘Immanence: A Life,’ in Ibid., p. 384
40 Deleuze, ‘Les cours de Gilles Deleuze: Spinoza 17/02/1981’. In the end, and despite all the humor involved with equating 
metaphysics with science fiction, Deleuze’s use of (esoteric) calculus supplies the context for another of his rather obscure 
remarks: ‘Empiricism is a mysticism and a mathematicism of concepts.’ The differential movements symbolized by calculus 
give metaphysical weight to his non-vitalist claims of ‘machinic’ or ‘inorganic’ life for which consciousness and ontogenesis 
are one and the same thing. The point of convergence for all of these associations is Francisco Varela’s theory of 
autopoiesis, which defines a machine as ‘the set of interrelations of its components independent of the components 
themselves.’ Francisco Varela, Principles of Biological Autonomy quoted in Félix Guattari, Chaosmosis: An Ethico-Aesthetic Paradigm, 
trans. Paul Bains and Julian Pefanis (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), p. 39.



process of becoming … the mobile continuity of the pattern of things.’41  This theory of micro-

perception is based on both a metaphysical cause, which maintains that every monad expresses the 

totality of the world, a world that does not exist outside of these expressions, as well as a psychological 

cause, which states that conscious perceptions necessarily imply an infinity of unconscious perceptions. 

Each monad has a unique point of view, which corresponds to the zone of the world it is able to 

perceive consciously and clearly; the portions of the world outside of this zone are expressed 

unconsciously or obscurely. The Idea of the world is ultimately a ‘system of differential relations, of 

which each monad only actualizes a partial solution’42 by virtue of its point of view or zone of finite 

clarity upon the world. But this is not the whole picture since each monad indeed expresses the entire 

world — albeit obscurely — as minute perceptions, which are dimly perceptible as a confused ‘lapping 

of waves, a rumor, a fog, or a mass of dancing particles of dust … little folds that unravels in every 

direction.’43 

 Perhaps invoking Bergson’s intuition, which involves a reversal of the habits of normal 

cognition, Deleuze argues that it is possible — in a visionary moment of becoming-imperceptible, 

becoming adequate to the imperceptible, minute perceptions of Leibniz’ strange world — to ‘undo’ or 

‘unveil’ the mechanism that both limits us to an attenuated point of view and acts as a screen that 

protects us from the ‘unfathomable depths of tiny and moving folds that waft me along at excessive 
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41 Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics,’ in The Creative Mind, p. 161. Deleuze’s use of infinitesimal calculus to describe the 
mechanism of perception makes possible a post-Bergsonian conception of psychophysics. By symbolically relating the 
elements of sensation (dx, dy) — which he also calls percepts — to differentials of consciousness (dx/dy) — the pure forces 
of affect — Deleuze gets around Bergson’s critique of Fechner to a certain extent. Ultimately, Deleuze reduces the world to 
a swirl of impersonal forces such that stimulus and sensation are not different in kind. While Deleuze sides with Bergson in 
recognizing two types of multiplicity, he parts with the early Bergson of Time and Free Will, who still conceives of the 
material world in purely quantitative, extensive terms. In this text, Bergson claims that the ‘mistake which Fechner made ... 
was that he believed in an interval between two successive sensations S and S’, when there is simply a passing from one to the 
other and not a difference in the arithmetical sense.’ Fechner merely assumed that sensations were quantifiable in the same 
manner as space when in fact, ‘there is no point of contact between the unextended and the extended, between quality and 
quantity.’ Henry Bergson, Time and Free Will: An  Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, trans. F.L. Pogson (New York: 
Dover, 2001), pp. 67-70. However, once we see the world as a flux of tendencies rather than as a collection of solid objects, 
and once we admit that calculus is a tool for mapping this flux, we begin to understand the middle ground Deleuze is setting 
up between Bergson and Fechner. Infinitesimal calculus — ‘the most powerful method of investigation known to the mind,’ 
according to the later Bergson — is nothing other than a method for mathematizing movement without breaking it into 
discrete parts. Therefore, it is theoretically suitable for measuring the movement, or passing, of sensation as well. With the 
calculus, sensation — like an object in the world — no longer has to be quantified with elementary arithmetic in order to 
apply a mathematical function to it. Indeed, Fechner ultimately expressed his Law as a differential equation. Deleuze does 
not go so far as establish a proper mathematical formula, but rather relies upon the logic and symbolism of infinitesimal 
calculus to make a philosophical point: both objects and sensations are composed of unrecognizable fluxes or vibrations of 
force, the former are called tendencies and the latter psychophysical affects. In The Fold, Deleuze alludes to this common 
ground between Fechner and Bergson: ‘Fechner’s psychophysics is developed’ on the presumption that a ‘conscious 
perception resembles vibrations contracted by the body.... Bergson will rediscover this idea of a resemblance between a 
perceived quality of consciousness and tiny movements ‘contracted’ by a receptive organ in the conclusion of Matter and 
Memory.’ Deleuze, The Fold, pp. 97, 156, translation modified
42 Alberto Gualandi, Deleuze (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1998), p. 49
43 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 86. The confused and confusing perception of fog is more or less the type of primary sensation 
Deleuze takes from the neurologist Erwin Strauss and employs in his Logic of Sensation. Strauss describes the experience of 
primary sensation thus: ‘In twilight, darkness, or fog I am still in the landscape. I can still move. But I no longer know  where I 
am, I can no longer determine my position in a panoramic whole; we are off the path, we feel lost.’ Erwin Straus, The 
Primary World of  the Senses, trans. Jacob Needleman (New York: Free Press, 1963), p. 319



speeds in the operation of vertigo.’’44  Furthermore, through the reversal of these differential 

mechanisms we are, as in Bergson’s intuition, able to return to a vision of the universal giddiness of 

naked monads:

If the differential mechanisms of our clear perceptions are checked, then the minute 
perceptions force selection and invade consciousness, as in drowsiness or in giddiness. A 
dust of colored perceptions falls on a black backdrop; yet, if we look closely, these are not 
atoms, but miniscule folds that are endlessly unfurling and bending on the edges of 
juxtaposed areas, like a mist or fog that makes their surface sparkle, at speeds that no one of 
our thresholds of  consciousness could sustain in a normal state.45

It is crucial to clarify that minute perceptions ‘invade consciousness’ not as representations or 

conscious perceptions, since the differential mechanisms of the faculty of perception are suspended. 

Rather, unconscious perceptions affect consciousness directly, causing consciousness itself to be 

extended. Minute perceptions invade consciousness in their pure, unactualized state; they are not 

perceived but intuited directly and thus affect a shock to thought. ‘It’s not that that these minute 

perceptions stop being unconscious, but it’s me who ceases being conscious. I live them, there is an 

unconscious lived experience. I do not represent them, I do not perceive them, but they are there, they 

swarm in these cases. I receive a huge blow on the head: dizziness is an example that recurs constantly 

in Leibniz’s work. I get dizzy, I faint, and a flow of minute unconscious perceptions arrives: a buzz in 

my head … consciousness very strangely becomes an infinitely minute consciousness of minute 

unconscious perceptions.’46  Of course, as Deleuze notes, the rather innocent Leibnizian example of 

becoming-imperceptible is the dizziness invoked ‘when you turn round continually in the same 

direction several times together.’47 But it is certainly no accident that Deleuze names de Quincey and 

Michaux as the exemplary persona who reveal the mechanisms of hallucinatory apperception. 

Conscious perception is already hallucinatory for Deleuze-Leibniz, since the differential relations from 

which it derives point to vanishing quantities rather than external objects. We are always perceiving 

‘through the haze of dust without objects that the figures themselves raise up from the depths, and that 

falls back down again, but with time enough to be seen for an instant.’48 

 Michaux and de Quincey show that drugs can suspend the differential mechanisms of perception 

to reveal not what Gestalt theory describes when it speaks of ‘hallucinations’ against the ‘proper forms’ 

of normal perception; rather, they disclose the hallucinatory reality of ‘normal’ perception itself. By 

experimenting with substances that make it possible to intuit the hallucinatory swarm of unconscious 

perceptions directly within consciousness, they confirm for Deleuze that true hallucinations are only 

the lived experience of the transcendental mechanisms of perception. But Deleuze only makes 

tangential allusions to the drug experience in this text. He invokes Michaux and de Quincey, yes, but 

the only thing that comes close to an explicit association between drugs and transcendental perception 
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44 Straus, The Primary World of  the Senses, p. 93
45 Straus, The Primary World of  the Senses, p. 93
46 Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 29/04/1980’
47 Leibniz, ‘Monadology’ §21 in Philosophical Texts, p. 271
48 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 194



is found in a footnote: ‘Leibnizian themes are frequent in Michaux: fog and giddiness, Lilliputian 

hallucinations, speeding minute perceptions.’49 The reader must look elsewhere to clarify what here can 

only remain speculative. The following section, however, will attempt to fill in the gaps. For now, here is 

a long quote from the first pages of Michaux’s Major Ordeals of the Mind that cannot but confirm his 

‘Leibnizian themes.’ Here Michaux, against the belief in a purely ‘contemplative’ intuition,50 also argues 

that it takes more than speculative metaphysics to open onto a transcendental perception which, in its 

turn, has extra-philosophical consequences:

Not until insidious derangement by a drug had brought the [normal] mechanism of the mind 
to a halt did I at last, quite late in life, realize experimentally its vital, almost omnipresent a 
function, whose incessant action had just ceased. This sudden revelation of everyday 
unconsciousness was so confounding that I would never be able to forget it again.… 
Cognition, the micro-phenomenon in the fullest sense of the term, its numerous meshings, 
its many silent micro-operations of dislocation, of alignment, of parallelism, of 
displacement, of substitution (before achieving a macro-thought, a panoramic thought) 
escapes consciousness and must escape it. It can be followed only exceptionally, under the 
microscope of a desperate attention, when the mind — monstrously excited, for example, 
from the effect of large doses of mescaline, its field of vision altered — sees its thoughts as 
particles appearing and disappearing at stupendous speeds, has an intense awareness of ‘that’ 
which leaves no more than quite imperceptible vestiges.… The drug discovers, unmasks 
mental operations, injecting consciousness where it had never been, and at the same time 
dislodging it from places where is had always been. Conscious or not, they must surely be there, those 
micro-investigations, micro-manipulations, micro-stages, the very texture and fabric of the mind…. More 
than the all too excellent mental skills of the metaphysicians, it is the dementias, the 
backwardnesses, the deliriums, the ecstasies and agonies, the breakdowns in mental skills 
which are really suited to ‘reveal’ us to ourselves.51
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49 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 155
50  Any interpretation of intuition that relegates it to a mere contemplative impotence has seriously misunderstood both 
Deleuze and Bergson. One has only to understand Bergson’s position on mysticism to realize that intuition has everything to 
do with virtual action and an engagement with the world. But to say that the virtual is ‘out of this world’ or outside the 
scope of political action is to miss Deleuze’s most profound and intricate ontological thesis: The virtual is a transcendental 
realm entirely continuous (in Deleuze’s special sense) with the actual. And intuition entails not a solipsistic contemplation 
but a co-creation — naturing nature — that redefines politics as a ‘micro-politics’ which must bear some relation, yet to be 
drawn out of Deleuze’s oeuvre, to the infinitesimal movements of Leibniz’s monads. Curiously, Deleuze is first able to ask the 
question ‘How  is this [micro-]politics … to be attained?’ in the twenty-second series of his Logic of Sense, which analyses the 
intoxications of Fitzgerald and Lowry. Later, with Guattari, he speaks of a ‘molecular revolution specific to drugs.’ Gilles 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), p. 
282. Guattari’s expression ‘molecular revolution,’ coined in 1977, was perhaps inspired by the title of one of the sections — 
‘The Molecular Revolution’ — in Timothy Leary’s Politics of Ecstasy (1968). Deleuze and Guattari both spend a significant 
amount of energy discussing the theme of drugs in their individual work. Deleuze’s engagement will be considered at length 
in the next section of this chapter. For Guattari, see in particular ‘Socially Significant Drugs,’ trans. Mark Roberts in High 
Culture: Reflections on Addiction and Modernity, ed. Anna Alexander and Mark Roberts (Albany: SUNY Press, 2003), pp. 199-208 
and ‘Machinic Junkies,’ in Soft Subversions: Texts and Interviews 1977–1985, ed. Sylvère Lotringer, trans. Chet Wiener and Emily 
Wittman (New  York: Semiotexte, 2009), pp. 158-161. He also claims that, in order to gain insight into his concept of the 
machinic unconscious, ‘it is still to the works of Henri Michaux ... that it is advisable to turn to today if we wish to access a 
minimum amount of information on these questions.’ Félix Guattari, The Machinic Unconscious, trans. Taylor Adkins (New 
York: Semiotexte, 2011), pp. 231-232. Finally, Gary Genosko has illuminated Guattari’s personal encounters with drugs. See 
his ‘Daddy's Little Helper: Félix Guattari and Gamma OH’ in Parallax 18.1 (2012), pp. 47–61
51 Henri Michaux, The Major Ordeals of the Mind and Countless Minor Ones, trans. Richard Howard (New  York: Harcourt Brace, 
1974), pp. 4-7, my emphasis



2.4   Michaux’s visionary drawings

In 1968, Deleuze sent Henri Michaux a copy of his newly published Logic of Sense with the following 

dedication: ‘To HM: Amongst so many other things, you knew how to speak about schizophrenia much 

better than anyone else…. Admiration for all of your work.’1 Therefore, from the becoming-schizo of 

Deleuze’s earliest work to Michaux’s more overt appearance in What is  Philosophy? as the exemplary 

personae who is able to think along the thin line that separates art from philosophy — a line that is 

itself located at the brink of an unthinkable chaos — Michaux is an important point of reference for 

understanding Deleuze’s thought in its entirety.2  Regardless, Michaux’s name is invoked only twice in 

Deleuze’s The Fold, the text in which he discusses at length Leibnizian perception. First, as one of the 

heroes — along with Boulez and Hantaï — of the modern Baroque.3 Second, and more importantly, in 

the chapter on ‘Perception in the Folds.’ Here Deleuze suggests that it is possible to ‘undo’ the mental 

mechanisms that act as a screen that protects us from the ‘unfathomable depths of tiny and moving 

folds that waft me along at excessive speeds in the operation of vertigo, like [Michaux’s] crazed 

charioteer’s whiplash.’4  By somehow reversing the normal habits of thought we are, as in Bergsonian 

intuition, able to return to a vision of  the universal giddiness of  pure matter:

If the differential mechanisms of our clear perceptions are checked, then the minute 
perceptions force selection and invade consciousness, as in drowsiness or in giddiness. A 
dust of colored perceptions falls on a black backdrop; yet, if we look closely, these are not 
atoms, but miniscule folds that are endlessly unfurling and bending on the edges of 
juxtaposed areas, like a mist or fog that makes their surface sparkle, at speeds that no one of 
our thresholds of  consciousness could sustain in a normal state.5

These ‘minute perceptions’ — the elements of the Leibniz unconscious, which are imperceptible to the 

Kantian coordinates of space-time — are able to invade consciousness without being actualized as 

representations because the normal mechanisms of apperception are temporarily suspended. They 

affect the mind directly, causing consciousness itself to be extended in precisely the same way that 

virtual images are added, without themselves being actualized, to actual images in the formation of a 
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1  Cited by Raymond Bellour, ‘Chronologie,’ in Henri Michaux, Oeuvres Complètes III, ed. Raymond Bellour (Paris: Gallimard, 
2004), p. xxxix
2 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, What is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994), p. 41
3 Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Tom Conley (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), p. 
33
4 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 33. The quote by Michaux can be found in Henri Michaux, Miserable Miracle, trans. Louise Varèse and 
Anna Moschovakis (New York: New York Review Books, 2002), p. 126. Raymond Bellour argues that this invocation of 
Michaux is the ‘turning point’ of the entire chapter ‘Perception in the Folds’ in Deleuze’s book on Leibniz. Raymond Bellour, ‘The 
Image of Thought: Art or Philosophy, or Beyond?’ trans. Alina Opreanu in D.N. Rodowick, ed., Afterimages of Gilles Deleuze’s 
Film Philosophy (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 2010), p. 12 n. 20
5 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 93. If a Deleuzo-Leibnizian intuition has to do with the perception of microperceptions, a Deleuzo-
Bergsonian intuition has to do with expanding duration such that all the ‘frenzies’ of the virtual Whole are apprehended. 
See Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (New York: Zone Books, 1991), p. 106



crystal image. Minute perceptions invade consciousness in their pure, unactualized state; that is, they are 

not perceived but intuited directly and thus affect a shock to thought. ‘It’s not that that these minute 

perceptions stop being unconscious, but it’s me who ceases being conscious. I live them, there is an 

unconscious lived experience. I do not represent them, I do not perceive them, but they are there, they 

swarm in these cases. I receive a huge blow on the head: dizziness is an example that recurs constantly 

in Leibniz’s work. I get dizzy, I faint, and a flow of minute unconscious perceptions arrives: a buzz in 

my head … consciousness very strangely becomes an infinitely minute consciousness of minute 

unconscious perceptions.’6 Of course, as Deleuze notes, Leibniz’s own example is the dizziness invoked 

‘when you turn round continually in the same direction several times together.’7  But it is certainly no 

accident that Deleuze names Michaux as the exemplary personae who reveals, for him, the mechanisms 

of this hallucinatory micro-perception.8  Again and again in his writings, Michaux shows that certain 

substances affect the microbiology of the brain in a way that makes it possible to intuit a hallucinatory 

swarm of imperceptible perceptions directly within consciousness. However, Deleuze only makes 

tangential allusions to the drug experience in this text. It is true that he invokes not only Michaux but 

also the Romantic opium-eater Thomas de Quincey, but the connections remain suggestive. The reader 

must look elsewhere to clarify what here can only remain speculative.

 In The Fold, Deleuze writes that ‘from a psychic point of view, chaos would be a universal 

giddiness, the sum of all possible perceptions being infinitesimal or infinitely minute; but a screen 

would extract differentials that could be integrated in ordered perceptions. If chaos does not exist, it is 

because it is merely the bottom side of the great screen, and because the latter composes infinite series 

of wholes and parts, which appear chaotic to us only because we are incapable of following them, or 

because of the insufficiency of our own screens.’9 He is responding here to Leibniz’s claim that ‘chaos’ 

is only the necessarily limited and confused perception by a finite mind of the infinity of things and 
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6  Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 29/04/1980’ online at http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?
cle=55&groupe=Leibniz&langue=2
7  Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, ‘Monadology’ §21 in Philosophical Texts ed. and trans. R.S. Woolhouse and Richard Francks 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 271
8 ‘Leibnizian themes are frequent in Michaux: fog and giddiness, Lilliputian hallucinations, speeding minute perceptions.’ 
Deleuze, The Fold, p. 155. This long quote from Michaux’s Major Ordeals of the Mind makes this assertion absolutely clear. 
‘Not until insidious derangement by a drug had brought the [normal] mechanism of the mind to a halt did I at last, quite 
late in life, realize experimentally its vital, almost omnipresent a function, whose incessant action had just ceased. This 
sudden revelation of everyday unconsciousness was so confounding that I  would never be able to forget it again.… 
Cognition, the micro-phenomenon in the fullest sense of the term, its numerous meshings, its many silent micro-operations 
of dislocation, of alignment, of parallelism, of displacement, of substitution (before achieving a macro-thought, a 
panoramic thought) escapes consciousness and must escape it. It can be followed only exceptionally, under the microscope 
of a desperate attention, when the mind — monstrously excited, for example, from the effect of large doses of mescaline, 
its field of vision altered — sees its thoughts as particles appearing and disappearing at stupendous speeds, has an intense 
awareness of ‘that’ which leaves no more than quite imperceptible vestiges.… The drug discovers, unmasks mental 
operations, injecting consciousness where it had never been, and at the same time dislodging it from places where is had 
always been. Conscious or not, they must surely be there, those micro-investigations, micro-manipulations, micro-stages, the very texture and 
fabric of the mind…. More than the all too excellent mental skills of the metaphysicians, it is the dementias, the 
backwardnesses, the deliriums, the ecstasies and agonies, the breakdowns in mental skills which are really suited to “reveal” 
us to ourselves.’ Henry Michaux, The Major Ordeals of the Mind & the Countless Minor Ones, trans. Richard Howard (New  York: 
Harcourt Brace, 1974), pp. 4-7
9 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 77



that if there were a mind sensitive enough to perceive the infinite subdivisions of things, it would 

realize that everything is, in fact, harmoniously organized.10  Deleuze parts with Leibniz to the extent 

that he agrees with Bergson about the possibility of intuiting through a screen that is adequate to 

infinity, and to the extent that he sides with Whitehead about the nature of this infinity as an open 

polyphony of polyphonies rather than a closed harmony. The concept of the screen, Deleuze adds 

elsewhere, is intertwined with ‘molecular biology, the biology of the brain. Thought is molecular. We 

are slow beings, constituted by certain molecular speeds. Michaux says: ‘Man is a slow being, made 

possible only through fantastic speeds.’’11  And of course the screen also has to do with the cinema, 

which for Deleuze has the ability to show the coexistence of multiple durations. However, despite all 

the attention and hope Deleuze places on the cinema, early in Cinema 1 he claims that, in a sense, it 

ultimately fails in achieving a properly transcendental perception which would be the genetic condition 

of all perception, a perception capable of intuiting all the infinite micro-perceptions of the chaosmos 

before they are integrated onto the screen of human consciousness. But then Deleuze asks, perhaps 

half-jokingly, perhaps not: ‘Might the answer be: drugs  … ?’12 

 Deleuze and Guattari note that the vocation of the artist consists in his confrontations with 

chaos and his capacity to create a composition that retains a sense of its infinity, that reveals and 

restores us, at least in part, to the infinite.13 Different artists achieve this in different ways. For example 

D.H. Lawrence, in his essay ‘Chaos in Poetry,’ describes the poet’s task as making small tears in the 

screens that ordinary men use to protect them from ‘the everlasting whirl … of wild chaos.... and lo! 
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10 See Leibniz’s letter to Bourguet, March 1714, cited in Deleuze, The Fold, p. 153. Michaux concurs with Leibniz that there is 
only ‘an apparent chaos.’ Henry Michaux, ‘By Surprise’ in Spaced/Displaced, trans. David and Helen Constantine (Newcastle: 
Bloodaxe, 1992), p. 133
11 Gilles Deleuze, ‘The Brain is the Screen,’ in Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 1975-1995, ed. David Lapoujade, 
trans. Ames Hodges and Mike Taormina (New  York: Semiotexte, 2006), p. 283. The quote by Michaux can be found in his 
Major Ordeals of the Mind, p. 23. What Deleuze is alluding to in his citation of this text, is that the brain-as-screen can be 
adjusted to other ‘speeds’ that are perhaps adequate to the infinite, and that this adjustment happens at the level of the 
molecular biology of the brain. But there is no allusion in Michaux, just the pure brutality of fact: ‘Ah! What dupes we are, 
dupes to infinity. Mescaline is useful at least for bringing this out.’ Henry Michaux, Light through Darkness, trans. Haakon 
Chevalier (New  York: Orion Press, 1963), p. 56. Again: ‘Sense of the infinite, of the presence of the infinite … of the 
penetration of the infinite endlessly passing through the finite. An infinite on the march, with an even step which will never 
stop, which can never stop. The cessation of the finite, of the illusory conviction that anything finite, concluded terminated, 
arrested exists. The finite, whether prolonged or broken up, taken off guard by a crossing, overflowing, magnificent infinite, 
annulling and dissipating everything that is circumscribed.’ Ibid., p. 14
12 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1986), p. 85. In a sort of transcendental Leibnizianism, we could say that THE plane of immanence, 
THE chaosmos, doesn’t exist in itself since it consists only in the multiplicity of ‘planes of immanence’ that express it. The 
point here is that, for Deleuze, cinema does not achieve a plane of immanence adequate to infinity, but at best hovers 
somewhere at the edges of representation. On the other hand he claims that drugs, despite all the dangers inherent to their 
misuse, are able to affect a transcendental perception and force one to construct such a plane of  immanence.
13 See Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 197. Bergson argues that it is precisely the artist’s ability to access the 
infinite and present a vision of it in their works that attests to fact that the expansion of human perception in intuition is 
not impossible. Interestingly, he does so using language reminiscent of Leibniz: ‘If we accept and admire them, it is because 
we had already perceived something of what they show us. But we had perceived without seeing. It was, for us, a brilliant 
and vanishing vision, lost in the crowd of those visions, equally brilliant and equally vanishing, which become overcast in 
our ordinary experience like “dissolving views” and which constitute, by their reciprocal interference, the pale and colorless 
vision of things that is habitually ours.… Art would suffice to show  us that an extension of the faculties of perceiving is 
possible.’ Henry Bergson, ‘Perception of Change’ in The Creative Mind, trans. Mabelle Andison (New  York: Dover, 2007), pp. 
112-113



the glimpse of chaos is a vision.’14 And the surrealists attempted to create a delirious world, composed 

of an unending series of dream-like associations, in direct opposition to the world of habitual 

perception and thinking. But unlike Lawrence’s poet —‘who must have a more or less continuous sense 

of his own identity’15 on this side of infinity in order to slit the screens of ordinary men just enough to 

grant them a glimpse of chaos — and unlike the surrealists — whose distaste for this world created an 

urgent immediacy to invent another one in dialectical opposition to it — the work of Henri Michaux, 

in its endless struggles from chaos to form, has always testified to the fact that ‘he inhabits the world the 

Surrealists merely longed for.’16 His entire oeuvre, not unlike that of Antonin Artaud, can be seen as a 

series of attempts to create a means of expression adequate to his unstable position at the edge of 

chaos.17 The invention of numerous pseudo-autobiographical and other-worldly beings — whether in 

verse, ink, or paint — during the early years of his career attests to this. However, it is not until the 

decade of his incisive experimentation with mescaline — the period from 1956 to 1966 that roughly 

coincided with the rise of his international reputation as one of the most disturbing contemporary 

visual artists — that Michaux begins to find idioms and techniques capable of transmitting directly his 

world of terrifying and disjunctive mobility, a world to which he was only able to allude through 

fantasy. Deleuze no doubt recognized this. And if Michaux is an exemplary figure for a Deleuzian 

practical philosophy, it is precisely because the expressions of his experiments with mescaline18  — in 

both words and ink — come perhaps closer than any other artists’ work in offering us a real plane of 

immanence.

 What Deleuze and Guattari call a plane of immanence is a pre-philosophical image of thought 

that is both the ground of what it means to think as well as a screen — a ‘section of chaos that acts like 
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14 D.H. Lawrence, Selected Critical Writings, ed. Michael Herbert (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 234. Cf. Deleuze 
and Guattari, What is Philosophy?, p. 203
15 Malcolm Bowie, Henri Michaux: A Study of  his Literary Works (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), p. 172
16 Bowie, Henri Michaux, p. 24
17  ‘There is not one self. There are not ten selves, there is no self. Me is only a position of equilibrium (one among a 
thousand others which are continually possible and always ready). An average of ‘me,’ a crowd movement.’ Henri Michaux, 
‘Plume’ in Darkness Moves: An Henri Michaux Anthology, ed. and trans. David Ball (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1997), p. 78. Contrary to the claims of Idealism and Husserlian phenomenology, there is no transcendental subject. Rather, 
je est  un autre, to use a phrase from Rimbaud which is taken up by both Sartre and Deleuze. For the latter, the transcendental 
form of Time displaces the subject by inserting an fundamental fissure between a passive self and a fractured I. Gilles 
Deleuze, ‘On Four Formulas that might Summarize the Kantian Philosophy’ in Essays Critical and Clinical, trans. Daniel 
Smith and Michael Greco (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 1997), p. 29
18 Of course Deleuze refers to Michaux’s entire oeuvre, and is especially fond of the titles of his prose and poems. But more 
often than not, Michaux’s name appears in Deleuze’s texts in relation to hallucinogenic micro-perceptions; to the ‘molecular 
biology of the brain,’ its different speeds, its uncharted channels and foldings; to the ‘outside,’ which functions like the 
occult movements of a pineal gland, always opening onto new visions at the edge of chaos. It is interesting to note the other 
artists and thinkers, whose use of mescaline was of particular importance for the development of their work, Deleuze 
admires: James, Artaud, Sartre, Benjamin, Castaneda.



a sieve’ — that protects us from the infinite depths of the world.19 To be sure, the plane of immanence 

is still a screen, but a screen more or less adequate to the movements of chaos. It is neither simply 

given nor simply created; it always already constructs itself only insofar as it  will have been constructed 

diagrammatically by an artist capable of giving consistency to chaos ‘without losing anything of the 

infinite.’ The construction of this plane depends first of all upon a transcendental vision that is able to 

intuit directly the infinite vanishing views of micro-perceptions before they are integrated into the 

relatively solid forms of human apperception.20 The artist accedes to this almost unbearable vision that 
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19 The plane of immanence has a philosophical pedigree in both the early Sartre as well as the late James. Deleuze states that 
‘the transcendental field could be defined as a pure plane of immanence, because it escapes all transcendence both of the 
subject and of the object.’ Deleuze, ‘Immanence: A Life,’ in Two Regimes of Madness, p. 385. Compare this to James: ‘The 
instant field of the present is at all times what I call the ‘pure’ experience. It is virtually or potentially either object or subject 
as yet. For the time being, it is plain, unqualified actuality or existence, a simple that.... There is no self-splitting ... into 
consciousness and what the consciousness is “of.”’ William James, Essays in Radical Empiricism (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1976), p. 13. Deleuze also directly alludes to the connection with James: ‘When immanence is no longer 
immanent to something other than itself it is possible to speak of a plane of immanence. Such a plane is, perhaps, a radical 
empiricism.’ Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 46. David Lapoujade — whose essay ‘Le flux intensif de la 
conscience chez William James’ Deleuze cites on this point — also makes the James-Deleuze connection explicit. 
Specifically, he conflates radical empiricism with transcendental empiricism and pure experience with the plane of 
immanence: ‘Radical empiricism would therefore be an operation which consists in liberating immanence, returning it to its 
own movement. Deleuze refers to this operation as transcendental empiricism, whereby one establishes a plane of 
immanence, when the plane of immanence is determined as a transcendental field.... If James at first calls himself a radical 
empiricist, rather than an empiricist, this is because his interest is not in experience as such but rather in pure experience. 
This is the name William James gives to the plane of immanence.’ David Lapoujade ‘From Transcendental Empiricism to 
Worker Nomadism,’ trans. Alberto Toscano in  Pli 9 (2000), p. 190. Furthermore, like Deleuze and Bergson, James admits 
this pure experience is available only to certain privileged, impersonal subjects. It is ‘the immediate flux of life which furnishes 
the material to our later reflection with its conceptual categories. Only new-born babes, or men in semi-coma from sleep, 
drugs, illnesses, or blows, may be assumed to have an experience pure in the literal sense of a that which is not yet any 
definite what.’ James, Essays in Radical Empiricism, p. 46. Finally, ‘pure’ should not be confused with ‘true,’ unless we 
understand truth strictly in the pragmatic sense. Deleuze also relates the plane of immanence to Sartre’s egoless 
consciousness, against which Sartre contrasts the Kantian and Husserlian transcendental subjects, for which ‘pure’ signifies 
something entirely different. With both the pure Kantian a priori forms as well as the ‘pure — and, so to speak, still dumb 
— psychological experience’ which remains after Husserl’s bracketing (Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction 
to  Phenomenology, trans. Dorion Cairns (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1960, p. 38)), everything happens as if the transcendental were 
merely a purified psychology, where the transcendental I is modeled on the psychic ‘I’. Deleuze reiterates countless times that 
the transcendental cannot be modeled on the empirical which it conditions, e.g. Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 135. In 
The Transcendence of the Ego, Sartre also attempts to grapple with this problem and, in particular, he wants to subtract 
phenomenology from its Kantian orientation by replacing the transcendental I with an egoless conception of intentionality 
and a conception of the transcendental field as an impersonal, absolute consciousness. In a certain way, he might agree with 
James that the transcendental does not need to be unified in an ego since absolute consciousness itself provides this unity. 
However, his conception of intentionality merely displaces the transcendence of the ego onto absolute consciousness. 
Furthermore, the unification of consciousness in intentionality still presupposes a cogito form, albeit a pre-reflective cogito 
quite distinct from the Cartesian one: ‘Through intentionality consciousness transcends itself, it unifies itself by going 
outside itself.’ Jean-Paul Sartre, The Transcendence of the Ego, trans. Andrew  Brown (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 3. The 
philosophical effect of this self-transcendence of consciousness is concretized in the dualist ontology of Being and 
Nothingness — with the antithetical concepts of pour-soi and en-soi — ultimately removing any trace of immanence that might 
remain from his earlier writings. For Deleuze, the possibility of liberating the transcendental field from transcendence is 
contingent upon overcoming this unification of consciousness in a cogito. As we have seen, his own solution depends upon a 
radically immanent transcendental field of impersonal ‘consciousness’ — the Bergsonian eye in matter — whose differential 
movements genetically determine both the ‘objects’ of perception as well as the form of space-time that conditions the 
‘subject’ itself. And he does this without relying on the givens of  a pure cogito or a pure psychological experience.
20 ‘The grandiose Leibnizian or Bergsonian perspective that every philosophy depends upon an intuition … is justified if 
intuition is thought of as the envelopment of infinite movements that constantly pass through the plane of immanence.’ 
Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 40



‘shatters lived perceptions into … a sort of simultaneism of harsh or crepuscular light,’21  and then 

returns with ‘bloodshot eyes’ in order to compose a plane, or diagram, that is adequate to this vision of 

chaos. He rides a fine line at the edge of chaos — ‘Yes, this line’s deadly, too violent and fast, carrying 

us into breathless regions’ — but succeeds only to the extent that he is not overwhelmed by its infinite 

movements.22  His vision ‘is not a private’ hallucination but rather a transcendental perception of the 

universal ‘delirium as process.’23 He succeeds in his task only if he is able to give this vision consistency 

— in a work of art — without falling into a clinical delirium or catatonia, which would arrest all 

movement and creativity.

 In the realm of art, the plane of immanence is synonymous with what Deleuze calls a ‘diagram,’ 

which lays out the ground for a work by erasing and replacing ready-made opinions that already exist 

on the blank canvas — the fashionable ideas and presuppositions that inform the art world — with 
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21 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 171
22 The quote continues: ‘It destroys all thinking, like the drugs Michaux had to stop using. It’s nothing but délire and madness 
… but we need to cross this line, and make it endurable…. We have to manage to fold the line and establish an endurable 
zone in which to install ourselves, confront things, take hold, breathe — in short, think. Bending the line so we manage to 
live upon it, with it: a matter of life and death.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘Portrait of Foucault,’ in Negotiations, trans. Martin Joughin 
(New  York: Columbia University Press, 1995), p. 110. This line of the outside is ‘a terrible line that shuffles all the diagrams.’ 
Gilles Deleuze, Foucault, trans. Sean Hand (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), p. 123. It is conflated with 
the infinite movements of the plane of immanence in Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy?, p. 59. In an essay called ‘He 
Stuttered’ Deleuze argues that the visions expressed in Michaux’s drawings constitute an ‘ultimate aim, an outside.’ Deleuze, 
Essays Critical and Clinical, p. 113
23 Deleuze, ‘Preface,’ in Essays Critical and Clinical, p. lv. Of course personal ‘hallucinations’ (in the usual sense of the word) 
are possible but they are only produced by minds, such as Artaud’s, that are open onto chaos but unable to negotiate it. 
‘They can be explained by the sluggishness of our brain … and by our not being able to tolerate infinite movements or 
master the infinite speeds that crush us.’ Deleuze and Guattari, What  is Philosophy?, p. 49. Michaux argued again and again 
that his mescaline visions — and the drawings that attempted nothing but the accurate reconstruction of them — were not 
such hallucinations but rather disclosed ‘a basic phenomenon that was bound to be discovered one day. Here it was glaring 
and unconcealed, here it was exceptional in a state of exception … a primeval and general phenomenon that underlies even 
the most placid consciousness … perhaps vaguely felt, but non seen, passing by unperceived behind other perceptions that 
are of greater interest. I believe then that I am showing the flow  that, without interruption, even for one single second, 
passes through man from the very first moment of his life up to the last.’ Henry Michaux, Peace in the Breaking Flood, trans. 
Michael Fineberg (Consigny: Embers, 1976), no pagination. Or again: ‘The phenomena of the visual — always 
multitudinous … whose impact consisted of a presence stronger than hallucinations, more pervasive…. Matter without 
materiality, space without limits…. Where stability had once reigned there was now  only flux, a flux indiscriminately 
traversing both the firmest and most supple of substances, a flux not unlike those cosmic particles which traverse the earth 
without cease, without even slowing down.’ Henry Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, trans. Richard Sieburth (New York: The 
Drawing Center, 2000), pp. 64-65



irrational, involuntary, non-narrative marks and lines.24 The act of painting proper only comes after this 

preparatory work, après-coup so to speak; the laying out of this diagram ‘is like the emergence of another 

world, for these marks ... are traits of sensation (the confused sensations, as Cézanne said, that we bring 

with us at birth). And above all, they are manual traits … as if the hand began to be guided by other 

forces … as if in a catastrophe, a chaos.’25 This diagram is indeed a chaos in relation to both the formal 

givens of art-making as well as the formal givens of normal apperception; artists have a transcendental 

vision of a non-figurative chaos, they ‘pass through the catastrophe themselves, embrace the chaos, and 

attempt to emerge from it.’26 Again, different artists have different techniques of giving form to this 

chaos. Most interesting for this paper are the techniques of abstract expressionism, or art informel, for 

which clear and distinct figures never emerge from the canvas. Here sensation remains in a confused 

state, expressed as so many gestures and marks that suggest the perpetual movement and 

decomposition of  matter. Michaux has described his own process this way:

I have nothing to make, everything to unmake. To rid myself of a world of troubled and 
contradictory things. Taking a pen, in a rage of erasure I scar the surfaces to wreak havoc on them, 
like the havoc I had gone through all  day and which had turned my whole being in to an open 
wound. Let this paper also wear its wound!27

There is no après-coup, no ‘coming to’ after the dizzying confrontation with chaos; the painting hovers in 

an unresolved delirium such that it ‘becomes a catastrophe-painting and a diagram-painting at one and 

the same time.’28  Deleuze and Francis Bacon agree that it was Henri Michaux’s drawings that pushed 

this trajectory the furthest giving us the most incredible diagrammatic works ‘that have ever been 
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24 For Deleuze and Guattari, the word ‘artist’ always refers to one who constructs an oeuvre d’art rather than simply repeats 
the fashionable techniques and forms of the day. They do not throw  the term around lightly and, in a sense, their artist is a 
kind of qualified genius. For them, the task of the artist is not to represent given forms but rather to capture virtual forces 
and elements of sensation that directly act upon the nervous system. Reading Kant through Bergson, Deleuze says that ‘in 
genius, the creative intuition is an intuition of another nature…. The genius creates another nature adequate to Ideas.’ He 
‘makes us think’ because his work forces us to extend our cognitive abilities beyond their habitual patterns. Thus ‘genius 
vitalizes. It gives life.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘The Idea of Genesis in Kant’s Aesthetics’ in Desert Islands and Other Texts, ed. David 
Lapoujade, trans. Michael Taormina (New York: Semiotexte, 2004), pp. 67-68. Genius ‘creates the intuition of a nature other 
than that which is given to us: another nature whose phenomena would be true spiritual events.’ Gilles Deleuze, Kant’s 
Critical Philosophy, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 56. 
He relates the artist-genius specifically to one whose creation is adequate to naturing nature. Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 111. 
However, the Deleuzian genius is decidedly not of the Romantic sort. He claims that ‘one has to disappear, to become 
unknown.… This is the opposite of the romanticism of les poètes maudits.’ Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues II, p. 45-46. Or 
again: ‘What was fundamental for what we can call, generally, our modernity, was a kind of bankruptcy of Romanticism. 
Hölderlin and Novalis no longer work for us and only work for us within the framework of new coordinates. We are 
finished taking ourselves for heroes.’ Gilles Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 20/05/1980’ online at http://
www.webdeleuze.com/php/texte.php?cle=130&groupe=Leibniz&langue=2
25  Gilles Deleuze, Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation, trans. Daniel Smith (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2003), p. 82
26 Deleuze, Francis Bacon, p. 84
27 Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, p. 23
28 Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, p. 86



made.’29 But as Michaux himself points out, it was not until his experimentation with mescaline and the 

corresponding ‘mescaline drawings’ that his artistic vision was fully realized. I quote him at length here 

to give a sense of his sober brilliancy of expression, despite the awe-inspiring spectacle with which he 

was confronted.

If ever there was a spectacle to appear to a painter, this was it…. I was overwhelmed, 
overflooded … a phenomenal gathering of distinct colors — keen, exuberant — all 
crowding into each other, point by point, without ever blurring, without their endless zigzag 
movements ever slackening, without one’s being able to discern the scale of magnitude, be it 
microscopic, or ‘metropolis,’ or cosmic, or perhaps even located in another world…. An 
irritation purely made up of brilliances, of luminous bubblings, pinholes, an awesome 
infinity of photons caught up in a Brownian movement.… Without ever losing sight of the 
ultimate truth into which I was sinking ever deeper, hypnotically caught up, drawn, dragged 
into a … repetition of the indefinitely differentiated.… A construction of the Infinite…. I 
often began these drawings only to see them decompose, divide, redivide ad infinitum. They 
were given the name ‘drawings of disaggregation.’ Despite the analogy, they are rather 
drawings of reaggregation … drawings of the essential indeterminateness of it all…. More 
than ever before, there are collisions, ascents, transversals, tumblings down … which thereby 
transform space into something different, a space scattered and unknown, a space made up 
of spaces, of perspectives superimposed, interpolated, polyphonic, spaces which (as much as 
forms) I had for a long time hoped to one day see disclosed, devastated, divided, ripped to 
shreds, rising up, intoxicating.30

 But Deleuze is ambiguous about the efficacy of drug use; in his last collaboration with Guattari, 

he offers only a ‘general answer’31 — which amounts to nothing but a refusal to answer — to the 

question that asks whether drugs can really help the artist open onto a transcendental vision. It is to 

this question that we shall now turn, even if  we are ultimately unable to clarify Deleuze’s ambiguity.32
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29  Francis Bacon quoted in Deleuze, Francis Bacon, p. 161. For his part, Bacon makes absolutely clear the necessity of 
‘preventing the diagram from proliferating … a Figure, should emerge from the diagram and make the sensation clear and 
precise. To emerge from catastrophe.’ Ibid., p. 89. Deleuze also insists again and again, and in many different ways, that we 
must give consistency to chaos without remaining submerged in it completely and irrevocably. This was precisely Artaud’s 
problem. Concerning Deleuze’s interest in Michaux’s drawings as diagrams, and ‘the drawings ... of great writers’ generally 
(Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical, p. 113), note that Deleuze himself liked to sketch. His pencil drawings can be seen in his 
books on Foucault and Leibniz, precisely the books in which his interest in Michaux is made more explicit.
30 Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, pp. 68-75. Elsewhere, Michaux admits that he was always concerned with developing a 
sort of ‘cinematic drawing’ that adequately expressed the ‘sinuous strand that unwinds indefinitely and is intimately present 
in each inner and outer event. I wanted to draw  the consciousness of existing and the flow  of time.’ But until his mescaline 
drawings, he was only capable of producing ‘scarcely more than one or two or three lines meeting up here and there with a 
few others … (indeed my early pages were actually presented as pages of signs, that is to say movement that had been 
stabilized, stopped, interrupted.)’ Henri Michaux, ‘To Draw the Flow of Time’ in Untitled Passages, ed. Catherine de Zegher 
(New York: Drawing Center, 2000), pp. 7-8
31 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? p. 165
32 His ambiguity is more like a sort of secrecy, an abstention from complete disclosure, for seemingly political reasons on 
the one hand, and because of the real dangers and impasses of addiction on the other: ‘What do you know of me, given 
that I believe in secrecy, that is, in the power of falsity, rather than representing things in a way that manifests a lamentable 
faith in accuracy and truth…. What’s to stop me from talking about drugs without being an addict, if I talk about them like 
a little bird?’ Deleuze, ‘Letter to a Harsh Critic’ in Negotiations, p. 11. ‘Well then, are we to speak always about Fitzgerald’s and 
Lowry’s alcoholism.… Or should we go a short way further to see for ourselves, be a little alcoholic, a little crazy, a little 
suicidal, a little of a guerilla — just enough to extend the crack, but not enough to deepen it irremediably.’ Gilles Deleuze, 
The Logic of Sense, ed. Constantin Boundas, trans. Mark Lester and Charles Stivale (New  York: Columbia University Press, 
1990), p. 157. ‘We cannot give up the hope that the effects of drugs and alcohol (their ‘revelations’) will be able to be relived 
and recovered for their own sake at the surface of the world, independently of the abuse of those substances, provided the 
techniques of social alienation which determine this abuse are reversed into revolutionary means of exploration … Oh 
psychedelia.’ Ibid., p. 161



 Deleuze argues that drugs are important because — despite all the narcissistic impasses of 

addiction — with them ‘desire directly invests’33  the perception-consciousness system, which then 

‘changes its speed’ to the extent that perception becomes molecular and the imperceptible is 

perceived.34  As I have already suggested, the imperceptible is that which can only be perceived by a 

faculty of perception pushed to its own limits beyond the laws of recognition; the imperceptible is 

what a Bergsonian intuition or a transcendental Leibnizian dizziness would apprehend. In short, the 

argument is that drugs are a means for scrambling the planes of duration to discover its ‘frenzies,’ of 

unfolding a Leibnizian unconscious to disclose the chaosmos, since they necessarily open onto 

‘superhuman or subhuman times … and micro-perceptions.’35 Michaux attests to this again and again: 

‘To change one’s tempo, to lose it suddenly, to find another in its place, an unknown, terribly fast tempo 

that one does not know how to handle, that makes everything different, unrecognizable … 

infinitesimal, and which vibrates, shudders, and zig-zags, caught up in a Brownian movement.… Torn 

from one’s tempo, in the storm of frenzied waves, or in the hell of equally sudden, spasmodic, and 

insane impulses, one cannot imagine the inhuman speed ever ceasing.’36

 Deleuze argues that the efficacy of drug experimentation is wholly dependent upon the extent to 

which it remains a vital ‘line of flight’ in which the drug ‘grabs you, takes control of you,’ continues to 

open you more and more onto a health infinitely bigger than the self-destruction of narcissistic 
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33 Deleuze, ‘Two Questions on Drugs’ in Two Regimes of  Madness, p. 152
34 ‘Important’ would be an understatement if we understand that the imperceptible is the ‘immanent end’ of his ethics, ‘its 
cosmic formula.’ Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987), p. 279
35 Deleuze, ‘Two Questions on Drugs,’ in Two Regimes of Madness, p. 152. The idea that drugs open us to other speeds of 
consciousness was first proposed — by a modern philosopher giving a first-hand account — in an early article by William 
James, in which he also famously claimed that under the effects of nitrous oxide he ‘understands better than ever before 
both the strength and the weakness of Hegel’s philosophy.’ William James, ‘Subjective Effects of Nitrous Oxide’ in Mind 7 
(1882), p. 186. In The Varieties of Religious Experience, published ten years later, James gives a fuller account of his various 
experiments with psychoactive intoxicants: ‘normal waking consciousness, rational consciousness as we call it, is but one 
special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from it by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms o 
consciousness entirely different. We may go throughout life without suspecting their existence; but apply the requisite 
stimulus, and at a touch they are there in all their completeness, definite types of mentality which probably somewhere have 
their field of application and adaptation. No account of the universe in its totality can be final which leaves these other 
forms of consciousness quite disregarded. How to regard them is the question, for they are so discontinuous with ordinary 
consciousness.’ William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), p. 307. Of 
course, Deleuze gets the idea of opening to other durations of consciousness directly from Bergson and superimposes the 
drug experience onto it. Compare their language on this point: ‘Man is capable of rediscovering all the levels, all the degrees 
of expansion and contraction that coexist in the virtual Whole. As if he were capable of all the frenzies and bringing about 
in himself successively everything that, elsewhere, can only be embodied in different species … durations that are inferior or 
superior to him are still internal to him.’ Deleuze, Bergsonism, p 107. Similarly, Bergson spoke about intuition opening us to 
other durations ‘both inferior and superior to us, though nevertheless in a certain sense interior to us.’ Bergson, 
‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ in The Creative Mind, p. 155. Although Bergson is not specifically talking about the drug 
experience here, he did acknowledge, with James and others, that ‘toxic drugs’ induce abnormal states of consciousness and, 
more specifically, reproduce ‘all the phenomena of madness’ experimentally. See, for example, his reference in Matter and 
Memory (p. 174) to Jacques-Joseph Moreau’s study of the effects of hashish on the central nervous system. It is noteworthy 
that, in Du Hachisch et de l’aliénation mentale, Moreau uses as his medical case-studies Charles Baudelaire, Théophile Gautier, 
Gérard de Nerval, and Eugène Delacroix, along with other Parisian artists and writers of the infamous Club des Hashischins 
of  the mid-19th century.
36 Michaux, ‘To Draw the Flow of  Time’ in Untitled Passages, p. 8



pleasure.37 Addiction and pleasure involve a repetition that closes in upon itself, that is not conducive to 

an ever changing, ever opening line of experimentation. With them, rather than active and vital 

connection, we have solipsistic and inactive disconnection such that the ‘lines roll up, start to turn into 

black holes’38 that make ‘erroneous perceptions’ — that is, personal hallucinations — inevitable. ‘You 

will be on a plane of consistency, in a body without organs, but at a pace where you will always botch 

them, empty them, undo what they do, motionless rags…. The immanent molecular and perceptive 

causality of desire fails in the drug assemblage [when] drug addicts continually fall back into what they 

wanted to escape,’39 when they ‘reterritorialize’ onto a repetitive regime of addiction. Michaux always 

claimed that he was seeking ‘knowledge’ rather than pleasure in his experiments with mescaline; indeed 

for him the experience, however luminous, was always treacherous.40 His startling sobriety and almost 

scientific clarity, given the violent waves of force that pulsed and seized his entire being, attest to this. 

This is why, more than Artaud, Deleuze acknowledges that Michaux is able to negotiate the wild zig-

zagging line of the ‘crazed charioteer,’ the fine line between the perception of a universal delirium and 

the clinical state of catatonia in which one can experience personal hallucinations. With Michaux on 

mescaline, ‘the imperceptible is finally perceived.… A whole rhizomatic labor of perception, the 

moment when desire and perception meld.’41

 When Deleuze and Guattari talk about desire directly investing perception in the drug experience, 

they mean precisely that the imperceptible elements of the Leibnizian unconscious invade the system 

of apperception. Deleuze developed a theory of the unconscious on the side of Leibniz rather than 

Freud. For the latter, desire invests a system of unconscious mnemonic traces that can never be directly 
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37 Deleuze, ‘Two Questions on Drugs’ in Two Regimes of Madness, p. 153. Isabelle Stengers reminds us that, for Deleuze, the 
line of flight is traversed by a ‘witch,’ who is interesting because ‘her broom has no motor. It was flying because of forces 
that she was able to invoke and convoke, but not define as her own, as her property. If the witch is not cautious, is she 
thinks that what makes her fly belongs to her, if she ignores or forgets the required protection formulas, she will be swept 
away.’ Isabelle Stengers, ‘Deleuze’s Last Message’ online at http://www.recalcitrance.com/deleuzelast.htm
38 Deleuze, ‘Two Questions on Drugs’ in Two Regimes of  Madness, p. 153
39 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 285. My emphasis. In all of his writings on drugs, Deleuze argues that the 
dangers and impasses of the ‘drug assemblage’ result only from their misuse, and that successful experimentation with them 
necessarily involves an ‘art of doses.’ Hence his citation of the ‘Postscript’ to Miserable Miracle where Michaux declares 
vehemently not to be an addict: ‘I am more the water-drinking type…. I can take or abstain. Particularly, abstain.’ Michaux, 
Miserable Miracle, p. 159. What is curious about Michaux’s declaration of abstention is that despite listing all the substances 
he abstains from — ‘No excitants, and for years no coffee, tobacco, or tea … twenty-five years ago, or more, I tried ether 
seven or eight times, once laudanum, and twice the most unspeakable of all, alcohol’ (ibid.) — he never mentions mescaline, 
hashish, or psilocybin, the drugs that occupied his thought, writing, and art for an entire decade of continual, albeit carefully 
dosed, experimentation! Perhaps Michaux’s ‘abstention,’ his mere water drinking, reveals something about Deleuze’s own 
desire to get ‘drunk, but on pure water. To succeed in getting high, but by abstention.’ Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand 
Plateaus, p. 286. But again, given Deleuze’s ‘secrecy,’ we are only left with a big question mark. Both remarks seem to be 
tongue-in-cheek references to Baudelaire’s declaration that ‘A man who drinks only water has a secret to keep from his 
peers.’ Charles Baudelaire, Artificial Paradises, trans. Stacy Diamond (New York: Citadel Press, 1996), p. 9
40 ‘Should one speak of pleasure? It was unpleasant.’ Michaux, Miserable Miracle, p. 7. Or again: ‘Drugs weary us with their 
paradises. Let them enlighten us a little instead. Ours is not a century of paradises.’ Michaux, Light Through Darkness, p. 3. 
Again, Michaux’s use of the term ‘paradises’ is an obvious allusion to Baudelaire and, by extension, the entire Romantic 
tradition of experimentation with drugs amongst artists and poets. However, his negation of Baudelaire’s metaphor 
distances himself  from this tradition even as it uneasily aligns him with it.
41 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 283. Despite Michaux’s own claims of momentarily slipping into the ‘center 
of the cyclone,’ Deleuze again in the last paragraph of his Foucault, praises Michaux for being able to construct a plane of 
consistency amidst his confrontations with the mad speeds of  chaos. See Deleuze, Foucault, pp. 122-123



apprehended in themselves, but must always be inferred or ‘concluded from something else … [since 

they are completely] concealed from the system of perception.’42 Freud’s unconscious is, by definition, 

opposed to the perception-consciousness system. Of course Deleuze’s unconscious is different in 

nature from consciousness, but only to the extent that the two are degrees of difference on the same 

plane; his unconscious is composed of the differential and genetic elements that are integrated in 

consciousness. Deleuze explains that the Freudian conflicts between the unconscious and 

consciousness ‘are the result of more subtle differential mechanisms…. The unconscious is differential, 

involving little perceptions, and as such it is different in kind from consciousness. It concerns problems 

and questions which can never be reduced to the great oppositions or the overall effects that are felt in 

consciousness.’43 For Freud, not only is the unconscious in ‘molar opposition’ to consciousness, desire 

is transcendent to both since it exists on the plane of biology.44 But in Deleuze’s system, there is neither 

a conscious-unconscious dualism nor a transcendent desire; there are only apperceptions — which are 

differentially informed by minute, unconscious perceptions — and the appetitions, or desires, that 

relate with these minute perceptions immanently. These desires are ‘vectors corresponding to minute 

perceptions;’45 they are precisely the differential relations — that is, the virtual forces of the process of 

differentiation, the pure movements of the chaosmos itself — that both transcendentally determine 

the minute elements of  perception as well as integrate the recognizable ‘objects’ of  apperception.46 

 If this Deleuzo-Leibnizian unconscious is composed only of ‘minute appetitions that invest 

minute perceptions,’47  we can understand Deleuze’s claim — ‘with drugs … desire directly invests the 

system of perception’48 — to mean that in the drug assemblage, unconscious forces (and elements) directly 

invade consciousness. ‘Directly’ refers to an intuition in which the mechanisms — impersonal forces, 

affects — and elements — impersonal beings of sensation, percepts — of this unconscious invade 
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42 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 284
43  Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, pp. 106-108. ‘There is a relationship between consciousness and the unconscious, a 
relation of difference to vanishing differences, whereas for Freud, there is a relation of the opposition of forces.’ Deleuze, 
‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 29/04/1980’
44 Freud argues that the source of desire exists outside the scope of psychoanalysis and that ultimately it remains something 
of an enigma, completely unknowable to his theory. See Sigmund Freud, ‘Instincts and their Vicissitudes,’ in The Standard 
Edition  of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 14, ed. and trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 
1957), pp. 111-140
45 Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 29/04/1980’
46  In Deleuzian terminology, the determination of the elements of sensation happens via the virtual process of 
differentiation while the integration of these minute elements into recognizable objects occurs via differenciation. Again and 
again, we can read in incredible detail Michaux’s great relief of coming to normal apperception after hours of experiencing 
the world from the point of view of micro-perceptions and micro-appetitions: ‘Morning came at last, the dawn … the 
various landmarks which were reappearing with the nascent light were signs of renascent reality. They still have very little 
density, but that little I appreciated as a connoisseur with grateful ‘recognition.’’ Michaux, Miserable Miracle, p. 139. Compare 
this with Deleuze’s description of reemerging from the experience of universal giddiness: ‘When clear perceptions are 
reformed, they draw yet another fold that not separates the conscious from the unconscious, that joins the tiny edges of a 
surface to a great area, that moderates the different speeds, and rejects all kinds of minute perceptions in order to make 
from all the others a solid fabric of apperception: dust falls, and I see the great fold of figures just as the background is 
unfurling its tiny folds.’ Deleuze, The Fold, p. 93
47 Deleuze, ‘Les Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 29/04/1980’
48 Deleuze, ‘Two Questions on Drugs’ in Two Regimes of  Madness, p. 152



consciousness unintegrated and unactualized.49  The unconscious is not simply represented to 

consciousness; drugs invoke a shock to thought,50  a cosmic emotion51  which is only felt as a 

disorientation — ‘What happened?’ — that ‘forces us to think a pure perception identical to the whole 

of matter.’52 Thus minute and impersonal percepts flood consciousness: ‘a herd or army approaches, under 

our hallucinated gaze.’53 ‘Images as skin-pricks … uninvited presences … the advance guard of a large 

and impatient crowd on the march towards me or towards the page or towards the location of the 

drawing.’54 Because drugs directly disclose the Leibnizian unconscious, Deleuze and Guattari are able to 

claim that they ‘give the unconscious the immanence and plane that psychoanalysis botched (perhaps 

the famous cocaine episode marked a turning point that forced Freud to renounce a direct approach to 

the unconscious.)’55

 Drugs force us to ride the treacherous line of the Outside — the increasingly imperceptible ‘fold 

separating the conscious from the unconscious’56  — on which the brain-as-screen directly confronts 

the unbearable depths of chaos. As Michaux says, we come upon ‘the meeting place of the outside and 

the inside. A balance that one must be able to keep with the outside, which one must approach neither 

too eagerly nor too reluctantly, for fear of finding that everything has become unrecognizable.’57 

Michaux was able to harness the forces of the chaosmos, and render them visible in his art, only 

because he understood the art of doses and because he was able to maintain a relatively calculated 
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49  Again, this is an intuition qua transcendental perception — pushed beyond the laws of recognition — that discloses 
directly ‘what is normally disguised and unperceived … the raw  material of any ordinary brain, carnivalesque, free, 
independent.’ Michaux, Light through Darkness, p. 177
50  ‘Consciousness very strangely becomes an infinitely minute consciousness of minute unconscious perceptions.… I 
express a global outcome of thousands of minute perceptions … and minute appetitions that crisscross me.’ Deleuze, ‘Les 
Cours de Gilles Deleuze: Leibniz 29/04/1980.’ This shock constitutes the violence that is necessarily committed to the 
habitual cognitive functions in transcendental perception: ‘To grasp intuitively … [the mind] must do itself violence, reverse 
the direction of the operation by which it ordinarily thinks, continually upsetting its categories, or rather, recasting them.’ 
Bergson, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics,’ in The Creative Mind, p. 160. ‘When there is a great multiplicity of small perceptions 
… we are overcome … with dizziness.’ Leibniz, ‘Monadology’ §21 in Philosophical Texts, p. 270. ‘And with the most appalling 
jolts. The metaphysical taken over by the mechanical.’ Michaux, Miserable Miracle, p. 127. On the encounters that invoke a 
shock to thought see also Deleuze’s Proust and Signs.
51 ‘A cosmic Memory that actualizes all the levels at the same time, that liberates man from the plane or the level that is 
proper to him, in order to make him a creator, adequate to the whole movement of  creation.’ Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 111
52 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 29
53 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 94
54 Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, p. 60
55 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 284
56 Deleuze, The Fold, p. 93
57 Michaux, Light through Darkness, p. 152



sobriety during his ten year experimentation with mescaline.58 Admittedly, Michaux came dangerously 

close to plunging irrevocably into chaos, and his mescaline drawings reveal this; they almost depict 

‘nothing but a scribble effacing all lines … a resonance chamber well on the way to forming a black 

hole.’59  But they don’t. They magnificently and meticulously express the frenzied and imperceptible 

world disclosed to the artist.60 And this testifies to the fact that he has constructed some of the most 

successful diagrammatic drawings: artefacts that offer us a glimpse onto the perpetual self-construction 

of the chaosmos.61 At the speed of mescaline, Michaux was able to become-voyant rather than simply 

plunge into a catatonic dead end. His artistic vision was adequate to naturing nature and was thus able 

to ‘trace out an open direction that is able to express a whole that itself open.’62  Invoking a Bergso-

Leibnizian intuition, he became homo metaphysicus, ‘a true metaphysical man … infiltrated by the infinite 

… who, having become a being of a new species, set out in search of a new land…. He lives with the 

doors open, a thousand doors open where an incredible number of grains, dots, vectors of 
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58  ‘Sobriety, sobriety: that is the common prerequisite for the deterritorialization of matters, the molecularization of 
material, and the cosmicization of forces.’ Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 344. In the end, drugs have a very 
specific and short-lived use for Deleuze. They can affect a radical aisthesis and an experimentation that goes beyond mere 
addiction and pleasure, and ultimately beyond drug use itself. With them we must ‘reach the point where ‘to get high or not 
to get high’ is no longer the question, but rather whether drugs have sufficiently changed the general conditions of space 
and time perception so that nonusers can succeed in passing through the holes in the world and follow the lines of flight at 
the very place where means other than drugs become necessary.’ Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 286. This 
statement is consistent with Derrida’s (otherwise very different) take on drugs: ‘This experience (one to which artists and 
thinkers occasionally devote themselves, but which is by no means the unique privilege of those who claim or in whom we 
recognize such a status), this experience may be sought with or without “drugs,” at least without any “narcotic” “classified” 
as such by the law. We will always have unclassified and unclassifiable supplements of drugs or narcotics.’ Jacques Derrida, 
‘The Rhetoric of Drugs,’ trans. Michael Israel in Anna Alexander and Mark Roberts, eds., High Culture: Reflections on Addiction 
and Modernity (Albany: SUNY Press, 2003), p. 33
59 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 344
60 Indeed, the infinite ‘ornamentogenesis’ depicted in his drawings corresponds precisely to what Deleuze claims is seen in a 
Leibnizian intuition: ‘If we look closely, these are not atoms, but minuscule folds that are endlessly unfurling and bending 
on the edges of juxtaposed areas, like a mist or fog that makes their surface sparkle, at speeds that no one of our thresholds 
of consciousness could sustain in a normal state.’ Deleuze, The Fold, p. 93. In a more literal reading of Michaux’s drawings, 
we could say that they express an interminable movement of lines. ‘Lines, more and more lines.… Really enormous the 
amplitude of the sinuosities, and so very fine the lines, which could nevertheless step over houses.’ Michaux, Miserable 
Miracle, p. 113. Given Deleuze’s cartography of lines, clearly Michaux’s mescaline drawings depict the most abstract lines of 
flight that not only mark a qualitative rupture from ‘molecular crackings,’ but also completely efface ‘molar segments’ and 
histories in a movement towards becoming-imperceptible where ‘my territories are out of grasp, not because they are 
imaginary, but the opposite: because I am in the process of  drawing them.’ Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 200
61 If as Guattari says, ‘the real is the artificial — and not (as Lacan says) the impossible’ (Félix Guattari, The Anti-Oedipus 
Papers, ed. Stéphane Nadaud, trans. Kélina Gotman (New  York: Semiotexte, 2006), p. 149; cf. Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-
Oedipus, p. 34), it is because it must be continually reconstructed or re-fabulated by naturing nature since it is not simply given 
as an object of recognition. And if the voyant is capable of expressing this real, it is because his transcendental vision has 
become adequate to naturing nature itself, that is, adequate to constructing a plane of immanence. Again, invoking a 
transcendental Leibnizianism or alternatively a Jamesean pluralistic universe, there is no THE chaosmos outside the 
multiplicity of planes that express it. Deleuze’s Bergson-inspired monism can only be called such insofar as it defines the 
coexistence of an infinity of planes as a multiplicity. These planes always already construct themselves only insofar as they will 
have been  constructed by a transcendental expression adequate to the movements of infinity. Thus, for the voyant, everything 
takes place between the impersonal mechanisms of perception and the plane of immanence that is constructed. ‘Now  the 
latter does not come before, being neither intentional nor preconceived … but neither does it come afterward, although the 
awareness of it is formed progressively and often suddenly appears afterward.’ Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy?, p. 
196
62 Deleuze, Bergsonism, p. 106, my emphasis



consciousness burst through.’63  This idea that radical aisthesis leads to the construction a new land is 

echoed in Deleuze’s own words — ‘Desire directly investing perception is something very surprising, 

very beautiful, a sort of unknown land.’64  Both he and Michaux also refer to this specifically as the 

emergence of ‘Another World,’ which incidentally is also the title of a short science fiction story by J.H. 

Rosny.65 The fabulation of another world — which utilizes all the resources of radical empiricism — is 

the subject of  the next chapter.
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63 Michaux, Light through Darkness, p. 174
64 Deleuze, ‘Two Questions on Drugs’ in Two Regimes of  Madness, p. 154
65 See Deleuze, Francis Bacon, p. 82 and Michaux, Emergences/Resurgences, pp. 68, 82. Or again: ‘I had been given the great gift 
of another world [un autre monde]. I had landed there, it had enfolded and included me. Terra incognita. A land whose 
boundaries are easily lost: they melt away.’ This world is comparable to ‘another point of view’ taken from ‘the seemingly 
endless strata of a contrary evolution.’ Michaux, Spaced, Displaced, pp. 155-157. Rosny’s book was originally published as Un 
Autre Monde in 1895.




