Misrecognising Immanence:

Towards a Critique of the Anti-Deleuzian Strategies of Badiou, Žižek and Hallward

Introduction 

This talk will necessarily be a good deal less polemical than its abstract. This is not only because the full critique of the texts indicated would necessitate not only a thorough reading of these texts but their surrounding works, to fully bring out the strategic function of these texts in the broader field of contemporary political philosophy. The second reservation I would make about this paper is that is is not intended to be a ‘defence and illustration’ of Deleuzian thought, to set out to prove, for example, that the Deleuzian concept of the multiplicity is superior to the Badiouian one of the multiple and so forth. This conceptual defence has already been sufficiently elaborated and I don’t believe anything can be usefully added to it. However, what I do intend to address, in however preliminary a manner, is less the ideas contained in the works of the aforementioned authors than their strategic function in the production of a shared 21st Century image or genre of political thought. This image of thought, which was fully exemplified by the recent Idea of Communism event, is partially predicated on an exorcism not only of Deleuze but also of both the immanence and materialism that traverses his work, in order to clear a space for a series of related intellectual projects, strategies and colonisations of political discourse. It should be clear from the outset that I find these projects politically regressive, however erudite or, in Žižek’s case, entertaining they might nevertheless be; in this paper, therefore, I will be seeing immanence less as a concept than as a terrain of struggle with material consequences.

As a point of departure, I would like to begin with what I consider to be a key Deleuzian text, namely “The Method of Dramatisation,” presented in 1967 to a seemingly shocked audience of fellow philosophers. It should be borne in mind that this text derives from the period in which the concepts of Difference and Repetition and The Logic of Sense were being formulated, the period of his work which is undoubtedly favoured by both Badiou and Žižek. This presentation is based on a very simple yet fundamental claim or rather method: namely that ‘It is not certain that the question what is? Is a good question for revealing essence or the idea. It could be that questions of the type: Who?, How?, How Much?, Where? Or When? Are better’ (Deleuze 131).  This shift is crucial because it displaces completely questions of ontology, of being, in favour of spatio-temporal dynamics. These dynamics encompass many things for Deleuze including the creation of specific spaces and times, processes of differenciation, the production of larval subjectivities and especially give rise to what Deleuze calls dramatisation. Dramatisation is precisely this shift in emphasis from defining essences to the theatrical, spatio-temporal dynamics of how things, including seemingly abstract concepts, happen. The reduction of complex phenomena such as ideas to questions of What is?, leads in Deleuze’s view to ‘minor questions of opinion which only express confused ways of thinking’ (132-133). This privileging of essences however, not only characterises sophists and the rhetoric of everyday opinion, but much of Western philosophy, beginning with Plato. On the other hand Deleuze identifies a minor tradition of philosophy that operates through a completely other procedure, which he associates especially with Leibniz that is based on the ‘particular case’ and focuses on properties and events rather than essences. Passing over the resonance with the contestation between Deleuze and Badiou over the idea of the event, or rather their different ways of distinguishing the order of events from that of being, what I would emphasise is that this method of dramatisation precisely expresses the concept of immanence in that everything takes place according to dynamic processes, including concepts and ideas, however abstract and therefore that philosophy, like other practices deals with entities that are perfectly ‘real’ and that inhere in the world. It therefore shows how immanence in Deleuze’s conception is coextensive with an expanded materialism based on the displacement of question of being in favour of the dramatisation of ideas which are no less spatio-temporal and material than anything else (which is why the seemingly contradictorily entitled What is Philosophy, is in fact less concerned with essences and more with with constructing diagrams in order to constitute a geography rather than a history of philosophy). This method of dramatisation will also serve as a way into the three texts on Deleuze I will be examining and of which I will be asking questions such as who? For what purpose? In what direction? When and Where? Rather than what is it or what does it mean.

Žižek: Organs without Bodies

I will start with Žižek’s book, Organs without Bodies, whose title is already its own critique as Gregg Lambert has already pointed out in his witty reading of the text entitled ‘It’s Bodies without Organs, Dummy!’ Lambert makes several incisive points about Žižek’s reading of Deleuzian concepts such as the virtual, which he reduces to ideological fantasy and desire, which he sees as operating according to the same perverse and entirely symbolic logic as the psychoanalytic understanding of perversion. This assimilation of Deleuze, at least post Anti-Oedipus as equivalent to the ideology of the Californian digerati or even to neo-liberalism in general is evident from the beginning chapter of the book entitled ‘A Yuppie Reading Deleuze’ in which the high sales figures for What is Philosophy, coupled with Žižek’s sighting of a typical yuppie carrying a copy on the Paris metro is supposed to be proof that it is a perfectly innocuous Neo-liberal coffee table book (an accusation that several works of Žižek would be hard pressed to escape!). 

The more interesting question is, given this dim view of most of Deleuze’s work, with the possible exception of The Logic of Sense, the only work Žižek shows any evidence of having read, what is the motivation for writing the book in the first place? Could it be, as Lambert argues, largely question of payback, in which Deleuze and Guattari’s gesture in Anti-Oedipus of rescuing Lacan from the Lacanians, is matched by Žižek’s attempt to rescue Deleuze from the Deleuzians? After 30 years of the Deleuzian heresy, Žižek’s book would then be a type of Papal edict, pronounced in order to evict the interlopers from the temple and reclaim it for the priestly class of psychoanalysts. At the same time, however, there doesn’t seem to be any other possible audience of the book than these very same imagined Deleuzians revelling in their sterile and perverse desires, presumably largely through the disembodied fantasies enabled by cyberspace. Where this operation relates to the question of immanence is that it is precisely based on denying any reality to the Deleuzian concept of the virtual by on the one hand reducing it to a sterile, disembodied double of the actual, and on the other hand presenting the relations between the virtual and the actual as a type of dialectic, inevitably requiring a third term. Therefore Žižek has no difficulty in detecting in Deleuze’s thought both an unconscious Oedipalism and an disavowed Hegelianism. This is, of course to completely distort the Deleuzian conception of the virtual, which Deleuze constantly insists perfectly real, in fact it is in a sense the real itself considered in terms of dynamic processes of temporal becoming, whereas if anything is imaginary it is the actual as a kind of cliché snapshot of a more complex reality. However, this misreading of the virtual is not so much a mistake, or even necessarily the expression of the limitations of  Lacanian or Hegelian theories of the Real, so much as a deliberate refusal of the immanence and materiality of the virtual. To accept the virtual on the terms proposed by Deleuze can only explode the mechanisms of Lacanian and dialectical theories of fantasy and ideology and more importantly, leave no place for privileged interpreters to correct misguided subjects who mistake their perverse imaginaries for reality. If all the virtual processes studied by Psychoanalysis such as dreams, fantasies, imaginings, even language are perfectly real and machinic dynamisms, then there is no place left for the priestly caste of privileged interpreters occupied both by the psychoanalyst and the professional militant.

This provocation aimed against ‘the Deleuzians’ was a strange one in that if you were interested enough in Deleuze to care about it, you were very unlikely to be persuaded by it, since it was based on an extremely distorted reading of very few of Deleuze’s works backed up by a lot of rumour and hearsay, what Lambert describes as Žižek’s own house mix of Deleuzian secondary literature. However, the book clearly has another target, namely the reinforcing of the power of the Lacanian left as the key voice in contemporary political theory. In this sense it is less about conversion of the heretics, of showing the Deleuzians that ‘they know not what they do’ than the occupation of a space of expertise in contemporary political and even arguably media discourse. For this coup de theory, however, the prevalence of Deleuzian thought in the cultural field, in however a weak form that I would fully admit it is all too frequently taken up, is a key obstacle. It would therefore be fruitful to examine the place of Žižek’s engagement with Deleuze in his own intellectual trajectory; passing from a key but by no means the only important Lacanian theorist in the Slovenian context of the 1980s, Žižek was initially perceived in the West as an eccentric and marginal figure, mainly known for deploying Lacanian concepts in the filed of cinema or Hitchcockian concepts in the field of Lacanian theory. By means of an extraordinarily prolific publishing campaign throughout the 90s, by the Millennium, Žižek had established himself as a key figure on the intellectual left, largely through the repetition and variation of his key works on Hegel. At this point Žižek was frequently to be seen on the same mostly North American circuits as Judith Butler, Laclau and Mouffe and others and seemed to be accepted there, despite his fondness for politically incorrect sexist jokes supposedly recycled from the Yugoslav army. At this point Žižek started to circulate increasingly via the media, following Derrida’s footsteps in being the subject of a movie and going further in producing a TV series. Žižek’s strategy of playing the primitive East European clown, whose sweaty embodiment became an increasingly well-known feature of an almost constant conference circuit, while at the same time notoriously over-publishing, seemed to be able to pervade all the spheres of contemporary media and intellectual culture, and was a powerful enough position for Žižek to be more insistent on some rather more notorious idols than Hegel and Lacan namely Lenin and especially Stalin, who began to feature ever more prominently in his discourse. It is around this time that the book on Deleuze appeared, less to shed any light on the latter’s thought, than to sweep away support for alternatives to the updated Leninism he has been increasingly stridently proposing. Despite the joking around, there is something quite serious going on here, namely the refusal of the non-authoritarian alternatives for both political thought and practice opened up by aspects of the new left and for which the thought of Deleuze and Guattari still remains a key resource. That these recently emergent forms of politics and subjectivity must be shown as a failure is made clear by the second part of the book on Deleuze whose target is primarily the alter-globalisation movement; the politics of tactical alliances and attempts at radical democracy of this movement are clearly anathema to any Leninist resurrection of the party-form, in however contemporary a guise and clearly discrediting Deleuze and aiming at this movement are part of a single strategic move, that could be expressed in corporate terms as a hostile takeover of immanence. However, whereas in the case of Žižek this strategy is quite blatant, in the case of Badiou it is much more disguised and therefore insidious.

Badiou: The Clamour of Being

The first and undoubtedly the most well received of the works I am discussing is undoubtedly Badiou’s The Clamour of Being. This work has already been the subject of extensive conceptual debate and so I only intend to focus on a few key elements before situating it strategically. Perhaps the most remarkable part of the book is the introduction entitled ‘So Near! So Far!’ which gives a frank if somewhat mythologised account of the relations between Badiou and Deleuze up until their interrupted epistolary correspondence shortly before Deleuze’s death, with Badiou going so far as to situate his essay on Deleuze as a final letter to the latter. One should not, however, be completely taken in by the apparent display of sincerity here; this introduction is a highly crafted piece of writing that perfectly sets the scene for the critique to follow which completely contradicts the friendly tone of the introduction. It is certainly instructive that whereas in the post-68 period Deleuze and Badiou were separated by the gulf between what Badiou describes as the Maoists and the Anarcho-Desirers of that period, with Badiou’s faction being accused of ‘Bolshevism’ while accusing Deleuze and his colleagues of ‘Fascism.’  While this passage might seem to be self-deprecatory on the one hand, on the other it is the clear establishment of political and intellectual credentials, a type of unconventional resume to justify Badiou’s position, in both an intellectual and careerist sense. In this light, the growing proximity between Badiou and Deleuze that he identifies, clearly indicates a shift in Badiou’s own trajectory form militant theorist to philosopher; but Badiou did not want to be just any philosopher but to occupy the place held by Deleuze as the sole contemporary thinker who still believed that philosophy was still possible. As Badious put it ‘it was vis-a-vis Deleuze and no-one else that I was positioning my endeavour.’ I would insist on a strategic rather than conceptual reading of this statement.

As far a the the text itself, The Clamour of Being, I will limit myself to addressing what I see as its key claim, namely that despite appearances to the contrary, Deleuze is a philosopher of the one, of the univocity of being, with the clear implication that for a ‘true’ philosophy of the multiple, one would have to look elsewhere, in other terms, ‘le multiple, c’est moi.’ In the section, ‘Which Deleuze,’ Badiou simply lists a parodic account of a number of ways that Deleuze is mistakenly believed to be interested in the world, in radical democracy, in the anarchic desires of the individual and dismisses them with the line ‘Deleuze as the thinker of the world’s confusion.’ No, we have all been wrong about Deleuze since in truth he is not the thinker of the multiple but of the one as proved by his thesis of the Univocity of Being. Badiou’s method in this essay has been called subtractive but it would be more accurately described as amputative; an amputation confirmed by the selection of texts at the end of the volume which is only populated by texts that supposedly confirm Badiou’s reading as if we all missed them the first time round.

As stated earlier, I do not intend to mount a conceptual defence of Deleuze but it is nevertheless far from clear that the concept of the univocity of being proves that Deleuze is a thinker of the one rather than the multiple. An alternative interpretation would simply be that univocity is a flat, non-hierarchical conception of being that functions in Deleuze’s work as precisely the pre-condition for the kind of radically democratic engagement with the world that Badiou is so quick to dismiss. Finally, I would again see the univocity of being as a similar displacement of ontological questions in the direction of ontogenesis or dramatisation; a  way of getting the question of being out of the way simply and quickly in order to deal with more important questions of how differenciation takes place (the key passage that Badiou cites after all come from the chapter of Difference and Repetition in which Deleuze is formulating a conception of difference: ‘being is the same for all these modalities but these modalities are not the same’ as Deleuze writes in the passage cited by Badiou. All of this is something of a red herring, a series of rhetorical flourishes designed to disconnect the thought of Deleuze from the thought of the multiple and the event and align it with the Platonic tradition of the One. If the thought of the Event in multiple forms is co-existent with contemporary philosophy in general it was clearly Deleuze’s conception of the event that was the most dangerous rival to Badiou’s own emergent thought, hence the necessity of dethroning it by associating it with the One. Again I would claim that Badiou’s procedure throughout the book is a deliberate misrecognition of immanence and materiality, a warping of Deleuze’s dynamic and material concepts of immanence, the virtual and temporality into mere masks of the One and the ideal. In Badiou’s hands, Deleuze’s immanent thought does indeed become monotonous but the monotony is in no way recognisable as Deleuze’s own but is rather a projection: ‘this philosophy, in which the One is sovereign, the hierarchy of power is ascetic, and death symbolises thought, can hardly be expected, despite what is often believed, to devoted to the inexhaustible variety of the concrete.’

To return to strategic concerns, what were the stakes of this intervention beyond the seemingly perverse act of disputing with the dead? Clearly Badiou’s text was indeed a letter but one not addressed to Deleuze so much as to Deleuzians and to the field of political thought more generally. It must be remembered that in a generation of global intellectual stars of the likes of Derrida and Foucault, Badiou in the mid 90s was marginal figure even in France and was completely off the radar internationally. In fact Deleuze seems to be one of the few figures to have acknowledged, however ambiguously, his ‘particularly interesting undertaking’ in the famous note in What is Philosophy. The brief description of Badiou’s thought in this text, while acknowledging a shared interest in the event, nevertheless sees Badiou’s work as a re-imposition of transcendence through the very formal mechanisms of his conception of the event and its conditions: is this not the return, in the guise if the multiple, to an old conception of the higher philosophy.’ The following analysis in which Deleuze and Guattari reject any multiple in general and insist on the intersection in any situation of at least two multiplicities does not sit well with the characterisation of Deleuze as a philosopher of the one. More crucially, it anticipates Badiou’s own reinvention of himself as the future of philosophy, as the thinker who has announced that philosophy is still or once again possible. Again, as with Žižek, this has not happened without a certain theatricality, with Badiou, usually attired in white as if he has come directly from a game of cricket or bowls, announcing through ponderous gestures and sentences the good health of philosophy in his own capable hands. It is in the assumption of this role that Deleuze, even as a ghost, was clearly the key rival and the ascendancy of Badiou as a key intellectual figure and political philosopher can be indexed precisely to the publication and translation of his essay on Deleuze in the late 90s and early 2000s respectively. Unlike in the case of Žižek’s book, this was a serious conversion attempt and one that has been remarkably effective, especially in the domain of Anglo philosophers, previously taking inspiration form Deleuze. The reasons for this success are multiple and include at least the two following responses to the perceived mediocrity of most interpretations of Deleuze; first of all the possibility of a more pure Deleuzian thought extricated form any associations with libidinal economies, radical democratic politics or worse the non-philosophical and the popular. The recent issue of Collapse devoted to Deleuze is a clear example of this Classicist tendency. The second tendency is the desire for a contemporary political philosophy, again uncontaminated by the popular or the non-philosophical, that Badiou’s elaborate conceptual architecture seemed to provide. This second camp do not necessarily have any attachment to Deleuze but often emerge from a conceptual dissatisfaction with postmodern, deconstructive or postcolonial political theories, for whom a type of radicalised Lacanianism, seemed to provide a way out of the postmodern theoretical dead-ends of the end of the 20th Century. In both these cases what Badiou provided was a new authority figure on which to ground theoretical investments and allegiances; it is no accident that fidelity is such a key Badiouian concept and clearly slides from fidelity to the event to fidelity to the master (and whatever else Deleuze was, he was never a master, despite Badiou’s incessant projection of this role onto him and his insistence that his thought has produced quasi-religious forms of loyalty). As a final example of this type of Badiouian fidelity, we will briefly examine Peter Hallward’s recent book on Deleuze, Out of this World.

Hallward: Out of this World

Once again, in the case of Hallward’s book the title says it all. Deleuze, mistakenly believed to be the philosopher of immanence, of multiplicities, of the world, will be shown to be really concerned with transcendence. While Hallward at least reads more of Deleuze’s work than Badiou or Žižek, his book is no less characterised by bad faith. If Badiou’s book was a direct usurpation of a theoretical territory and Žižek’s a battling with a ghost, Hallward’s is a full-blown exorcism. However, conceptually, there is little that is new here; again Deleuzian concepts such as the virtual or immanence are treated as transcendent, spiritual and dematerialised, and Deleuze’s ‘philosophy of creation’ is therefore a type of ascetic spiritualism that offer precisely nothing to political thought. As Hallward concludes his book: ‘Few philosophers have been as inspiring as Deleuze. But those of us who still seek to change our world and empower its inhabitants will need to seek our inspiration elsewhere’ ie with Badiou. It is instructive in this regard to compare this procedure with Hallward’s own comments about Badiou’s book on Deleuze, that appeared a few years earlier in Hallward’s  key work on Badiou, A Subject to Truth. In this context, while some of Hallward’s statements clearly reinforce those of the master, like for example that Deleuze’s philosophy, despite its reception is clearly a philosophy of the one etc., he does question Badiou on a couple of points that bear repeating. First of all, he suggests that Badiou is too insistent on the dichotomy between the virtual and the actual, impersonal life and the lived: ‘[actual beings] are already expressive, through the very process of actualisation itself: it is simply a matter of enhancing their expressive power’ even though, of course what beings express turns out to be the One. More significantly, he complicates Badiou's claims to be the most materialist of political philosophers in a passage that is worth citing in full:

It is not clear [...] whether Badiou’s materialism can be as inclusive as that of Deleuze. Deleuze delights in describing mechanisms of transformation between the most varied levels of ontological intensity and the most disparate registers of being (chemical, cosmic, mechanical animal) [...] Badiou’s univocity operates, on the contrary, by disregarding the particularity of beings in favour of their being qua being. When push comes to shove, Badiou’s tendency is to conceive of all substantial reality as too much the product of illusion to be worth of philosophical attention

Who then is the materialist and who the idealist, who the radical and who the aristocrat seem to have suddenly switched sides and Hallward to have inadvertently identified the transcendence and idealism at the core of Badiou’s project and contrasted that with Deleuze’s expanded materialism in which all levels of existence are given equal weight (really the only coherent interpretation of the univocity of being). What happened then when Hallward wrote his book on Deleuze? Was there a sudden realisation that Deleuze was a pure spiritualist after all and that things were not so complicated as they appeared, so that Hallward felt compelled to write a book that goes even further than Badiou’s in exorcising Deleuze forom the filed of contemporary political thought? Once again, I would maintain that there was no such revelation but only rhetoric and rhetoric designed specifically to reinforce the ascendancy of Badiou and by association Hallward himself in the field of contemporary political thought.

Conclusion: The Communist Hypothesis

All of this seemed to culminate in the Idea of Communism event that took place recently at Birkbeck, which was a popular event only in terms of the numbers of tickets sold. Here we had a brainchild of Badiou and Žižek based explicitly on a refrain from action and the will to treat communism as an idea, a good idea, even a beautiful idea, enabling one to keep philosophising well into the 21st Century. Just as the contemporary political philosophy has been successfully purified of any anarcho-libertarian tendencies and Deleuze from any dangerous, impure politics, even communism could be purified from its unfortunate association with Stalinist purges, Gulags and repressive regimes. Even former enemies could be invited like Hardt and Negri, as long as they quietly accepted their minor position within the stellar constellation our of which the even was constituted, just as the masses in the audience would also be reminded of their place. After all, it was Negri and Guattari who in the mid 80s first proposed a reclaiming of the word communism, albeit in a very different sense. It hardly needs reiteration that there was certainly very little in the way of politics or any other event that took place there with the possible exceptions of a pre-scripted demand form an audience member affirming the philosophy of capitalism, or the drunken Eurocrat speech form Vattimo which provoked shouts of, this is not what I paid for! These were only pseudo-events, however, and only served to underline the packaging and commodification of radical politics that was really going on. Of course, communism was not completely abstracted from its history and there were many generally nostalgic references to the Chinese Cultural revolution, of course completely abstracted from any consideration of the damaged or destroyed lives it resulted in; to talk about that would be to betray a lack of fidelity to the event, of course. What the assembled crowds would not hear during those days was any critique of capitalism, especially since, for Badiou especially, any engagement with economics is impure ‘economism,’ and a corruption of the political will to fidelity to key political events. What became increasingly apparent over these two days was that this ‘idea of communism’ was a thoroughly nostalgic, a way of seeking refuge in a beautiful, ideal world, rather than confronting the present one in which the seeming disintegration of neo-liberal capitalism might indeed present tactical opportunities for new forms of political organisation and thought. In the light of Deleuze being branded an idealist and a beautiful soul by the works of the authors I have mentioned that he fully embraced the need to engage fully and critically with modes capitalism as the current axiomatic organisation of materiality as expressed in the subtitle of his two key works with Guattari. Returning to an authoritarian Maoism, Leninism, Stalinism or Jacobinism (and all of these returns could be heard at this event) in this regard is a pure political fantasy and a highly regressive one expressing a blatant will-to-power on the part of its proponents; these supposedly hard-line political investments seem little more than a game with the gullibility of the intellectual left, a consolidation of territory for a handful of political ‘experts’ in order to profit over the disarray in which the left finds itself in a not dissimilar way to the way Haliburton has profited off Iraq.

A real critical engagement with the materialism and immanence of Deleuze and Guattari’s Capitalism and Schizophrenia project, despite the distortions it has suffered at the hands of both its detractors and its defenders, might in contrast provide a more useful starting point for radical political practice and theory under current conditions, as is evident in different ways in a number of existing ‘post-autonomist’ political theoretical projects such as those of Lazzarato, Berardi, de Angelis or Marazzi.

