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At first glance, Deleuze and Guattari s̓ What is Phil-
osophy? may appear to confirm the mainstream critical 
opinion that poststructuralism has gone astray.1 What 
was once a radical agenda questioning the legitimacy 
of social institutions and the nature of modern subjec-
tivity has now become, in the words of one reviewer, 
a matter of doing ʻphilosophy for philosophy s̓ sake .̓2 
The abandonment of their earlier interrogations into 
the machinations of desire in this, their last work 
together, may have sanctioned the view that Deleuze 
and Guattari were always really ivory tower metaphysi-
cians inclined towards an arid scholasticism. From this 
perspective, their investigation into that most intrac-
table of problems, the nature of philosophy, is indica-
tive of a common tendency within poststructuralism 
towards an uncritical variety of abstruse theorizing 
that all too easily loses touch with the demands of 
practical social criticism. 

A thorough reading of What is Philosophy? shows 
that this charge is invalid. As I will argue, the con-
structivist view of philosophy outlined by Deleuze and 
Guattari culminates in a carefully crafted account of 
what it is to be a social critic. Specifically, What is 
Philosophy? is the most convincing attempt to date 
to reveal the philosophical claims implicit within post-
structuralist theoretical analysis and critical practice. 
As such, it should not be dismissed as the product of 
ageing intellectuals losing touch with social and pol-
itical reality; nor should it be confined to dusty shelves 
full of obscure works by difficult ʻcontinentalʼ phil-
osophers. Its rightful place is alongside the ʻclassicsʼ 
of contemporary thought as a novel and compelling 
account of what it is to be a (poststructuralist) social 
critic.

What is philosophy?

Deleuze and Guattari give a deceptively simple answer 
to this question: ʻphilosophy ,̓ they say, ʻis the disci-
pline that involves creating concepts.̓ 3 At first glance 

this definition is hardly contentious. Its critical impact, 
though, is clear from the conceptions of philosophy 
that it excludes: namely, philosophy as ʻcontemplation, 
reflection and communication .̓ Philosophy as contem-
plation Deleuze and Guattari call ʻobjective idealism ,̓ 
and it is clear that they have Plato in mind as the 
founder of this approach. For Plato, philosophy was the 
contemplation of ʻIdeas .̓ In The Republic, for example, 
Plato is able to equate justice in the individual with 
justice in the community because the ʻIdea of Justiceʼ 
resides in neither the individual nor the community but 
in a separate realm of pure ʻIdeas ,̓ in the bright world 
outside the cave.4 Philosophy as reflection Deleuze 
and Guattari call ʻsubjective idealism ,̓ and here they 
have both Descartes and Kant in mind. In Cartesian 
philosophy the doubting subject cannot be sure of the 
objective status of ʻIdeas ;̓ Platonism, whether right or 
wrong, must be bracketed out of the equation. Yet, in 
the act of doubting, Descartes rediscovers the ʻIdea ,̓ 
only now it resides within the subject as the ʻI think ,̓ 
the famous Cartesian ʻcogito .̓ Although Kant called 
into question the Cartesian ʻcogito ,̓ the approach of 
reflecting upon an agent s̓ self-knowledge was main-
tained (the transcendental categories replacing the 
activity of doubting). Philosophy, on this account, is 
reflection upon the subject s̓ implicit knowledge of 
thought (in Descartes) or thought, space and time (in 
Kant). According to this approach, ʻobjectivity will … 
assume a certainty of knowledge rather than presuppose 
a truth recognized as pre-existing, or already there.̓ 5 
Philosophy as communication Deleuze and Guattari 
call ʻintersubjective idealism ,̓ a philosophical moment 
whose beginnings they associate with phenomenology, 
in particular the work of Husserl. Husserl s̓ project was 
to reintroduce the Kantian subject to the phenomenal 
world, not in order to renounce transcendence but to 
put the transcendental subject on the solid empiri-
cal ground of ʻactual experience .̓ As Deleuze and 
Guattari explain, the subject s̓ transcendence via such 
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experience has a triple root: ʻthe subject constitutes 
first of all a sensory world filled with objects, then an 
intersubjective world filled by the other, and finally a 
common ideal world.̓ 6 The transcendent ʻIdea ,̓ on this 
account, is neither a pre-existing object, nor a presup-
position of subjective reflection, but a consequence 
of intersubjective interaction. Philosophical activity 
becomes indistinguishable from the ʻcommunicationʼ 
(broadly defined) that takes place between subjects.

That Deleuze and Guattari take these differing 
accounts of philosophical activity to be variants of 
ʻidealismʼ already suggests the tenor of their critique. 
Contemplation, reflection or communication, they 
argue, cannot be definitive of philosophical activity 
because the concepts ʻcontemplation ,̓ ʻreflectionʼ and 
ʻcommunicationʼ must first and foremost be created. 
What they say of Plato in this context applies equally 
to Descartes, Kant and Husserl: ʻPlato teaches the 
opposite of what he does: he creates concepts but 
needs to set them up as representing the uncreated 
that precedes them.̓ 7 Deleuze and Guattari are not 
suggesting that human beings do not ʻcontemplate, 
reflect or communicate ,̓ nor that philosophy should 
not concern itself with these actions, only that it is 
a mistake to equate these actions with philosophical 
activity itself. Philosophy, they say, becomes ʻidealismʼ 
when it forgets this distinction.

Surely treating philosophy as a form of constructiv-
ism, as the creation of concepts, is also susceptible to 
the charge of idealism? Is ʻcreationʼ not a concept, and 
a distinct activity, as surely as contemplation, reflection 
and communication? One response would be: if crea-
tion is a concept, as a concept it must first and foremost 
be created, thus retaining the idea of philosophy as the 
creation of concepts. Does this help? To pursue this 
line is to ground philosophy in a representation of the 
ʻuncreated of creation ,̓ precisely the kind of argument 
that engenders the philosophical idealism Deleuze and 
Guattari hope to avoid. Besides, to equate philosophy 
with creation and leave the matter at that would be to 
neglect the fact that other disciplines, such as science 
and art, are equally creative.8 To give substance to the 
idea that philosophy is the creation of concepts, and 
thereby meet the charge of idealism, one must look 
more carefully at what is being created: the concept.

What is a concept?

For Deleuze and Guattari, every concept is multiple. 
There is no concept with only one component – the 
Cartesian ʻcogito ,̓ for example, involves the concepts 
of ʻdoubting ,̓ ʻthinkingʼ and ʻbeing .̓ Neither is there a 
concept that has infinite components – even ʻso-called 

universals as ultimate concepts must escape the chaos 
by circumscribing a universe that explains them .̓9 The 
concept, therefore, is ʻa finite multiplicity ,̓ ʻdefined by 
the sum of its components ,̓ the component parts being 
other concepts. Why can there not be any singular or 
universal concepts? For Deleuze and Guattari, such 
concepts are impossible because every concept has 
a ʻhistoryʼ and a ʻbecoming .̓ Every concept has a 
history to the extent that it has passed through previous 
constellations of concepts and been accorded different 
roles within the same constellation. Every concept has 
a becoming to the extent that it forms a junction with 
other concepts within the same or adjacent field of 
problems. Given this, there can be no singular concepts 
to the extent that every concept implicates other con-
cepts, and no universal concepts to the extent that no 
one concept could survey all possible concepts.

Why does every concept have a history and a 
becoming? For Deleuze and Guattari, it is not so much 
that concepts are embroiled within changing ʻsocial 
and historical contexts ,̓ though of course they are; 
rather, it is because every concept has an ʻatemporalʼ 
and ʻacontextualʼ feature at its core. As well as ʻsur-
veyingʼ its conceptual field, every concept inaugurates 
what Deleuze and Guattari call the ʻplane of imma-
nenceʼ of the concept. The plane of immanence is 
ʻneither a concept nor the concept of all concepts .̓10 
It is, rather, a preconceptual field presupposed within 
the concept, ʻnot in the way that one concept may 
refer to others but in the way that concepts themselves 
refer to nonconceptual understanding .̓11 What is this 
ʻnonconceptual understandingʼ? Ultimately, Deleuze 
and Guattari argue, it is ʻthe image thought gives itself 
of what it means to think .̓12 They give the following 
examples: ʻin Descartes [the plane of immanence] is a 
matter of a subjective understanding implicitly presup-
posed by the “I think” as first concept; in Plato it is 
the virtual image of an already-thought that doubles 
every actual concept.̓ 13 The plane of immanence is 
inaugurated within the concept (that which is created) 
and yet it is clearly distinct from the concept (as it is 
that which expresses the uncreated; that which thought 
– to put it colloquially – ʻjust doesʼ). In this sense, 
there is always an expression of the nonconceptual, 
internal to, and yet ʻoutside ,̓ the concept. This complex 
relation is characterized by Deleuze and Guattari as 
follows: ʻconcepts are events, but the plane is the 
horizon of events, the reservoir or reserve of purely 
conceptual events.̓ 14 We may say, for example, that 
ʻthe present happensʼ because there is a ʻpast-becom-
ing-future horizonʼ presupposed by the idea of the 
present. Without a presupposed limitless expanse of 
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time we could not talk of the present. In the 
same way, without the presupposed plane of 
immanence, concepts would never ʻhappen .̓ 
Moreover, as the present would never change 
without the existence of an ʻeternal horizonʼ 
presupposed within it, without the institu-
tion of the plane – that which thought ʻjust 
doesʼ – concepts would never change. The 
fact that concepts institute this ʻunthinkableʼ 
plane at their core engenders the movement 
of concepts, their history and becoming.15 

Two important consequences follow 
from this discussion. First, the initial claim 
– that treating philosophy as ʻcontempla-
tion, reflection or communicationʼ leads 
philosophers to confuse the concepts they 
create with the activity of creation – can be 
redeployed in a more precise way. Having 
explored the nature of the concept, the 
problem of ʻidealismʼ is less a matter of 
confusing concept and creativity than a 
matter of confusing the concept with the 
presupposed plane of immanence. In ʻideal-
istʼ approaches, the prephilosophical plane 
of immanence is always made immanent 
to the privileged concept (contemplation, 
reflection or communication). As such, the 
privileged concept is considered coextensive with the 
plane of immanence, rendering both the concept and 
the plane transcendental – simply, ʻcontemplation ,̓ 
ʻreflectionʼ and ʻcommunicationʼ are privileged as that 
which thought ʻjust does .̓ Philosophy is contemplation 
in Plato, for example, because the already-thought 
object of contemplation extends across the plane of 
immanence inaugurated by the concept ʻcontempla-
tion .̓ In other words, both the object of contemplation 
and the activity of contemplation are always already 
bound together in the transcendent ʻIdea of Con-
templation .̓ Philosophy gives rise to transcendence 
whenever it confuses the concept it creates with the 
plane of immanence instituted by the concept; or, to 
put it another way, whenever it confuses the image 
it creates of what it is to think with thought itself. 
In general, if philosophy treats the plane of imma-
nence as immanent to a concept, then it creates its 
own ʻillusions of transcendenceʼ (in both concept and 
plane). Deleuze and Guattari summarize their position 
as follows: ʻwhenever immanence is interpreted as 
immanent “to” something a confusion of plane and 
concept results, so that the concept becomes a tran-
scendent universal and the plane becomes an attribute 
in the concept.̓ 16

A second important consequence of the distinction 
between concept and plane is that it helps us to see 
why philosophical constructivism does not fall prey 
to the charge of idealism; or now more correctly, the 
charge of attributing immanence ʻtoʼ something. For 
constructivism to escape the charge of idealism the 
concept, ʻcreation ,̓ must be shown to institute a plane 
that is immanent only to itself. Recalling that the plane 
of immanence is ʻthe image that thought gives itself 
of what it means to think ,̓ the question becomes: 
ʻwhat is the image of thought that treats thought as 
immanent only to itself?ʼ We already know what, 
according to Deleuze and Guattari, thought can not be: 
an object for contemplation, a subject of reflection, or 
an intersubjective act of communication. But what is 
left? Given their critique of these ʻidealistʼ accounts, 
thought must be devoid of both subjects and objects. 
Yet, if there are no subjects or objects in thought, 
thought must be viewed as an impersonal field of 
thought. If this is the case, there must also be no 
boundaries to thought, as boundaries would reinstate 
the plane as immanent to whatever constituted the 
boundary. What this suggests is that thought must 
be viewed as ʻpure movement ,̓ where movement is 
taken to be ʻinfinite movement or movement of the 
infinite .̓17 As Deleuze and Guattari put it: ʻthought 
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constitutes a simple “possibility” of thinking without 
yet defining a thinker capable of it and able to say 
“I”.̓ 18 The ʻabsoluteʼ plane of immanence, the plane 
which is immanent only to itself, is the pure movement 
constitutive of the possibility of thought.19 

For Deleuze and Guattari, this is not ʻthought-
as-the-unconscious ,̓ irrespective of whether or not 
the unconscious is deemed to be an attribute of 
persons or an attribute of a structural field, as ʻthe 
unconsciousʼ resides firmly within the realm of the 
conceptual.20 Nor is this ʻthought-as-consciousness .̓ 
As already noted, Deleuze and Guattari refute the idea 
of thought as populated by subjects (or objects); yet, 
even if thought is deemed to be wholly co-extensive 
with consciousness, this still requires a conception of 
thought as ʻimmanent-to-consciousness .̓ The failure of 
this (Hegelian) approach, for Deleuze and Guattari, is 
that it gets things the wrong way round: ʻimmanence 
is not immanent to consciousness ;̓ rather, conscious-
ness is immanent to immanence.21 Taking one further 
example, the plane of immanence is not ʻthought-as-
reason ,̓ irrespective of whether reason is attributed 
to reflecting subjects or the structural features of 
linguistic exchange, as reason is a concept as straight-
forwardly as all the other examples (contemplation, 
reflection, communication, the unconscious and so on). 
Moreover, reason could not be the presupposed plane 
instituted by constructivism as creativity takes on many 
forms: rational, for sure, but also delirious, dream-like, 
intuitive, drug-induced and the like.22 Philosophers 
do not (always) ʻreason concepts into existence ;̓ they 
create concepts and subsequently reason about them. 
As Nietzsche put it, ʻwhat happens at bottom is that a 
prejudice, a notion, an “inspiration”, generally a desire 
of the heart sifted and made abstract, is defended by 
them with reasons sought after the event.̓ 23

In general, argue Deleuze and Guattari, we must 
accept that all attempts to define thought conceptually, 
ʻthought-as-x ,̓ will ultimately fail because all concepts 
must first be created. Yet, if all concepts are created, 
then thought itself must be ʻconceptless .̓ The image 
of thought inaugurated by constructivism, therefore, 
is one of a ʻconceptless plane .̓ As such, the concept 
ʻcreationʼ is distinct from the ʻconceptlessʼ image of 
thought it institutes. In other words, constructivism is 
that which maintains the distinction between concept 
and plane. The confusion of concept and plane, as 
noted earlier, was the source of ʻidealistʼ approaches 
to philosophy. Philosophy as the creation of concepts 
maintains the distinction between concept and plane, 
and to this extent may be said to avoid the charge of 
ʻidealism .̓ Constructivism is that which institutes an 

image of thought, a plane of immanence, which treats 
thought as immanent only to itself; that is, thought as 
an impersonal field of thought. As noted above, this 
is equivalent to treating thought as a field of pure 
movement constitutive of the possibility of thought. 
For Deleuze and Guattari, therefore, thought is not the 
object or ʻaimʼ of philosophy; rather, thought is the 
nonphilosophical of philosophy, the nonphilosophical 
that is inaugurated within every act of philosophy.

We are now in a position to appreciate what Deleuze 
and Guattari understand by ʻgood philosophy .̓ ʻGood 
philosophy ,̓ they suggest, is that which is the most 
philosophical. The most philosophical approach to 
philosophy, however, is that which institutes the most 
nonphilosophical plane of immanence, that which 
manages to maintain the distinction between concept 
and plane. Of course, every philosophy confuses the 
concept and the plane, constructivism included, by 
virtue of the fact that a ʻperfectʼ or ʻidealʼ philosophy 
is literally ʻunthinkableʼ (thus Deleuze and Guattari 
are only too aware that ʻthe plane of immanenceʼ is, of 
course, a concept). But ʻgoodʼ philosophy is that which 
tries to grasp the plane as immanent only to itself. 
ʻThe supreme act of philosophy ,̓ they say, is ʻnot so 
much to think THE plane of immanence as to show that 
it is there, unthought in every plane, and to think it in 
this way as the outside and inside of thought, as the 
not-external outside and the not-internal inside – that 
which cannot be thought and yet must be thought.̓ 24 
ʻGoodʼ philosophy is that which, on the one hand, 
continuously tracks down transcendence wherever it 
appears and, on the other hand, restores immanence to 
the nonphilosophical (that which philosophy seeks to 
conceptualize, which is, ultimately, that which thought 
ʻjust doesʼ).

As it stands, this image of thought as pure move-
ment may be said to ʻidealizeʼ the question of being; 
that is, confuse the ʻmentalʼ concept of creation with 
the ʻphysicalʼ plane of being. Deleuze and Guattari 
solve this problem by claiming that ʻmovement is not 
the image of thought without being also the substance 
of being.̓ 25 There is, then, a ʻvitalist ontologyʼ imma-
nent to philosophical constructivism rather than a 
rejection, in the manner of much postmodern thought, 
of ontology per se.26 Without this ontology, Deleuze 
and Guattari̓ s depiction of philosophy would indeed be 
a variant of the ʻidealistʼ approaches discussed earlier 
– the plane of ʻbeingʼ would be constituted as ʻoutsideʼ 
and correlatively, the plane of immanence as imma-
nent to thought. With a vitalist ontology, an ontology 
of movement as the substance of being, the charge 
of idealism could not be more misplaced. In short, 



11R a d i c a l  P h i l o s o p h y  8 6  ( N o v e m b e r / D e c e m b e r  1 9 9 7 )

idealism is avoided because the concept ʻcreationʼ 
inaugurates an image of thought as pure movement 
which retains its immanence by virtue of a vitalist 
ontology of movement as the substance of being.

Between concept and plane

What exactly is the relation between concept and 
plane? We know that the concept and the plane are 
intimately connected to each other, and yet wholly 
distinct. For this to be the case, that which is between 
the concept and the plane must be ʻexternalʼ to both. 
The relation itself, in other words, must be understood 
on its own terms; it must have its own logic. This idea 
shows the strong connection Deleuze and Guattari 
have with a certain kind of empiricism. Deleuze cred-
ited Hume with being the first to treat ʻthe relationʼ 
seriously: ʻhe created the first great logic of relations, 
showing in it that all relations (not only “matters of 
fact” but also relations among ideas) are external to 
their terms.̓ 27 This is not the empiricism so typical 
of first-year philosophy classes, where it is taught as 
a theory of ʻatomismʼ or ʻindividualism .̓ A ʻpluralistʼ 
or ʻradicalʼ empiricism is a theory of ʻassociationismʼ 
where between ʻx and yʼ is ʻand ,̓ not an abstract, 
eternal or universal ʻx-ness ,̓ ʻy-nessʼ or ʻz-ness .̓ The 
relation, ʻand ,̓ is constituted as external to the terms 
ʻxʼ and ʻy .̓

What constitutes this external relation between 
concept and plane? In its most general sense, it is 
ʻa point of view .̓ When a concept is created it insti-
tutes a plane of immanence, but since no concept 
can encompass THE plane of immanence, philosophy 
always simultaneously invents a ʻpoint of viewʼ which 
ʻbrings to lifeʼ the concept and the plane. In What 
is Philosophy?, Deleuze and Guattari characterize 
this ʻpoint of viewʼ as the ʻconceptual personaʼ of a 
philosophy.28 Their choice of phrase is revealing. The 
ʻpoint of viewʼ is neither a concept nor a plane but 
that which ʻpersonalizesʼ the absolutely impersonal 
plane by circumscribing a relative position on that 
plane. The conceptual persona, in other words, con-
stitutes the impersonal field as a ʻperspectiveʼ which 
then ʻactivates ,̓ or ʻinsists upon ,̓ the creation of con-
cepts. It may be tempting to associate the conceptual 
persona that brings philosophy to life with the life of 
the philosopher. For Deleuze and Guattari, though, 
this would be a mistake: ʻthe conceptual persona is 
not the philosopher s̓ representative but, rather, the 
reverse: the philosopher is the envelope of his principal 
conceptual persona and of all the other subjects of 
his philosophy. Conceptual personae are the phil-
osopher s̓ “heteronyms”, and the philosopher s̓ name is 

the simple pseudonym of his personae.̓ 29 Once again 
the Nietzschean heritage is evident: ʻa philosopher: a 
man who constantly experiences, sees, hears, suspects, 
hopes, dreams extraordinary things; who is struck by 
his own thoughts as if from without, as if from above 
and below.̓ 30

While the conceptual persona, in its most general 
sense, is a point of view construed as external to 
both the concept and the plane, we can think of it 
in more particular ways. In What is Philosophy?, 
Deleuze and Guattari talk of the conceptual persona 
as the ʻterritoryʼ mapped out across the plane within 
the concept.31 Such territories may be geographical 
or national, as when one talks about the perspective 
ʻItalian philosophyʼ brings to a set of problems; or 
they may also be ʻnormative ,̓ ʻcultural ,̓ ʻideological ,̓ 
ʻhistorical ,̓ ʻinstitutional ,̓ ʻglobalʼ and so on. When 
such territories become ʻsedimentedʼ in thought, as in 
the examples just given, we may talk of the formation 
of philosophical knowledge. Viewing philosophical 
knowledge in this way gives rise to a greater concern 
with the ʻterritoryʼ upon which knowledge stakes 
a claim – ʻhow does perspective function to create 
knowledge?ʼ – instead of the conditions which may 
ʻguaranteeʼ knowledge – ʻwhat kind of knowledge tran-
scends perspective?ʼ Put like this, Deleuze and Guat-
tari s̓ account of philosophical constructivism dovetails 
neatly with Foucault s̓ account of genealogy.32

Poststructuralism criticized

We are now in a position to understand the ways 
in which Deleuze and Guattari s̓ philosophical con-
structivism provides poststructuralist social criticism 
with the justificatory framework it needs in order to 
avoid collapsing into incoherence. In particular, three 
common criticisms of poststructuralist philosophy 
– those of inconsistent anti-foundationalism, relativ-
ism and performative contradiction – no longer hold 
water if we treat Deleuze and Guattari s̓ constructivist 
account of philosophy as a clarification of the philo-
sophical claims implied by poststructuralist social 
criticism.

Inconsistent anti-foundationalism. Poststruc-
turalism is sometimes presented as a variety of anti-
foundationalism that, despite itself, continually takes 
certain ʻfoundationsʼ for granted. As such, poststruc-
turalism is said to steep itself in confusion and error 
at every turn. While this may be the case for certain 
varieties of postmodernism, the claim is wholly inap-
propriate to the poststructuralist philosophy outlined 
by Deleuze and Guattari. On their account, poststruc-
turalism combines Nietzsche s̓ insight that thought is 
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creative with both Spinoza s̓ insight that this demands 
an image of thought as immanent only to itself and 
Bergson s̓ insight that this in turn requires a vitalist 
ontology of movement as the substance of being. Far 
from constituting a lazy and inconsistent anti-foun-
dationalism, taking philosophy to be the creation of 
concepts rests upon very elaborate foundations with a 
long and complex lineage. As Michael Hardt has put 
it, ʻpoststructuralism does critique a certain notion 
of foundation, but only to affirm another notion that 
is more adequate to its ends. Against a transcen-
dental foundation we find an immanent one; against 
a given, teleological foundation we find a material, 
open one.̓ 33

Relativism. On this account of its systematic 
incoherence, poststructuralism is portrayed as a form 
of relativism that rests, therefore, upon the famously 
paradoxical claim, ʻthere is no such thing as truth .̓ 
Deleuze and Guattari s̓ ʻperspectivism ,̓ though, is not 
the same as relativism (where relativism is taken to 
entail the denial of all ʻcontext-independent truthsʼ). 
For Deleuze and Guattari, philosophical knowledge 
must be perspectival because of a deep-seated claim 
to truth – the vitalist ontology that underpins construc-
tivism – so relativism must be refuted to the extent 
that it impugns the validity of this claim. Deleuze and 
Guattari do not deny the possibility of philosophical 
knowledge, quite the reverse; based on the claim to 
truth of a vitalist ontology, they show that epistemo-
logical perspectivism is an inescapable aspect of philo-
sophical thinking and that this perspectivism actually 
enables the generation of philosophical knowledge. 
There is no theoretical problem for poststructuralism 
in accepting a claim to knowledge that arises from a 
certain perspective. What poststructuralists do deny is 
the possibility of claims to philosophical knowledge 
that seek to transcend all perspectives, given the truth 
of vitalism. As Massumi has put it, ʻwe can operate on 
whichever level [concept–plane–persona combination] 
seems adequate to the problem we are dealing with, 
and can choose to emphasize that level s̓ connection to 
or separation from the others.… We must remember, 
however, that the ground is ultimately unstable.̓ 34 As 
Foucault more cryptically put it, ʻthe task of speaking 
the truth is an infinite labour.̓ 35

Performative contradiction. This criticism, made 
famous by Habermas s̓ critiques of Adorno, Foucault 
and others, takes the anti-rationalist thrust of post-
structuralism to be cripplingly contradictory.36 Post-
structuralism, it is claimed, surreptitiously deploys 
the court of reason to condemn reason, thereby contra-

dicting the ʻtotal critiqueʼ that it seeks to enact. By 
establishing creativity as the basis of all forms of 
philosophical critique, however, Deleuze and Guattari 
effectively displace the charge of performative contra-
diction. There is little sense in accusing Deleuze and 
Guattari of ʻusing the tools of reason to criticize 
reasonʼ37 when they ground the critical act in creation 
not reason. The argument is twofold. On the one hand, 
Deleuze and Guattari claim that all acts of criticism 
are first and foremost acts of creation, as discussed 
above. Concepts are created, or ʻoldʼ concepts are 
revitalized, as alternatives to those that are being 
criticized; ʻthe fact that Kant “criticizes” Descartes 
means only that he sets up a plane and constructs a 
problem that could not be occupied or completed by 
the Cartesian cogito .̓38 On the other hand, creativity 
has only a contingent relation to rationality: the concept 
may have been ʻreasoned into existence ,̓ but this does 
not establish any necessary connection between reason 
and creativity, as creativity has many, non-rational, 
forms. The charge of performative contradiction is 
only salient under two conditions: first, where reason 
is deemed to have a privileged place in the philo-
sophical lexicon, and second, where philosophers seek 
to criticize this privileged position without putting any-
thing in its place. Neither of these conditions applies 
to the constructivist account of philosophy given by 
Deleuze and Guattari and to this extent the charge is 
inappropriate. From the perspective of constructivism, 
the real contradiction is in the neo-Kantian critique of 
everything but reason: ʻKant concludes that critique 
must be a critique of reason by reason itself. Is this 
not the Kantian contradiction, making reason both the 
tribunal and the accused?ʼ39

All three criticisms seek to highlight internal 
contradictions within poststructuralism. The strength 
of Deleuze and Guattari s̓ constructivist account of 
philosophy is that it clarifies the claims implicit within 
poststructuralist social criticism in such a way that 
these criticisms can be straightforwardly rejected – not 
by a lazy appeal to a new discipline that is in some 
vague way ʻbeyond the traditional demands of phil-
osophy ,̓ but by a careful reappropriation of debates 
that have always occurred at the margins of the philo-
sophical canon.

Constructivism and social criticism

Another common charge against poststructuralism, 
though one quite different in character from the previ-
ous three, is that it rests upon a series of normative 
confusions. The claim is that poststructuralism unwit-
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tingly smuggles normative judgements into its analyses 
while refusing to recognize that this is the case.40 Or, 
if it doesnʼt (or shouldnʼt) make normative judgements, 
if it is simply claiming to be a description of how the 
social and political world works, then it must give up 
its claim to be a genuinely critical philosophy. Such 
comments usually invoke the broader claim that social 
criticism, if it is to be anything at all, must be con-
cerned with the pursuit of rationally defensible norms 
against which illegitimate and dominatory institutions 
may be held to account (to this extent, the charge of 
normative confusion is one that ultimately appeals to 
a standard external to poststructuralism). The charge 
of normative confusion, in other words, invites us to 
ask of Deleuze and Guattari, ʻwhat, if anything, is 
constructivist social criticism?ʼ Only once this issue is 
addressed is it possible to respond fully to the charge 
of normative confusion.

While it is not a question that Deleuze and Guattari 
directly address, in the light of What is Philosophy? 
one can say, initially at least, that ʻsocial criticism 
involves the creation of new concepts of society .̓41 
This general definition of social criticism from a con-
structivist perspective helps clarify the different ele-
ments of constructivist social criticism in three ways 
(broadly corresponding to the nature of social criticism 
vis-à-vis the concept, the plane and the persona). 
First, constructivist social criticism is immanent social 
criticism. Second, constructivist social criticism is 
practical social criticism. Third, constructivist social 
criticism is always ʻbrought to lifeʼ by a pragmatic 
assessment of the present milieu. 

The first clarification draws directly upon the pre-
vious discussion. One of the claims at the heart of 
constructivism is that it is not possible to be genuinely 
critical of a particular concept (or set of concepts) 
unless one first creates a concept (or set of concepts) 
as an alternative. The critical act is primarily a crea-
tive act. Interesting and challenging social criticism 
– Habermas s̓ version of critical theory for example 
– always arises from the creation of a new terrain 
of thought.42 In itself this is hardly something that 
Habermas, or other conceptual innovators, would deny 
or worry about. The more challenging claim is that 
one can be a ʻgoodʼ social critic by fully recognizing 
that constructivism underpins one s̓ own conceptual 
innovation. Recalling the arguments discussed above, 
this demands that one must keep the concept, the 
plane of immanence and the conceptual persona as 
distanced and distinct as possible. Taking the previous 
example, the problem with Habermas s̓ critical theory, 
from a constructivist perspective, is that it blurs the 

critical concepts it creates (say, discourse ethics) with 
the plane of immanence it institutes (the lifeworld of 
undistorted communicative encounters) because the 
conceptual persona that ʻbrings it to lifeʼ embodies 
the properties of both (the perspective of the rational 
and moral interlocutor is thereby privileged over other 
perspectives). As a result, Habermas s̓ social criticism 
does not avoid transcendentalism to the extent that it 
confuses the perspective it brings to thought with that 
which thought ʻjust does .̓43 For Deleuze and Guattari, 
social criticism is always creative but ʻgoodʼ social 
criticism is always constructivist; that is, it maintains a 
position of immanence by recognizing the constructed-
ness of its own perspective.

A legitimate response to this picture of construc-
tivist social criticism is that it seems to reduce criti-
cism to the academic activity of ʻout-creatingʼ one s̓ 
theoretical rivals, rather than giving social criticism a 
role in actually calling to account ʻreal-worldʼ institu-
tions and norms. Deleuze and Guattari appear to have 
relinquished the rhizomatic engagement of earlier texts 
for a philosophy that seeks a role independent from 
the world in which it operates.44 If this is the case, 
then the critical project inspired by constructivism 
would seem to be emasculated by a lack of practical 
bite. Such criticisms, while understandable in view 
of Deleuze and Guattari s̓ complex reworking of the 
philosophical tradition, do not stand up to much scru-
tiny. The whole thrust of What is Philosophy? is the 
condemnation of those who seek to halt the creation 
of concepts in all walks of life. Some of Deleuze and 
Guattari s̓ bitterest attacks, for example, concern the 
ways in which concepts have been harnessed to the 
service of sales promotion: ʻan absolute disaster for 
thought whatever its benefits might be, of course, 
from the viewpoint of universal capitalism .̓45 But 
wherever and whenever concepts are used in ʻthe 
social and political worldʼ (though this phrase itself 
is not beyond scrutiny) there is the possibility of a 
constructivist critique. Far from creating a hierarchical 
role for ʻacademicʼ social critics, constructivist critique 
does not distinguish between the use of concepts in 
an ʻacademicʼ context and the use of concepts in an 
ʻeverydayʼ social context. There is nothing to stop the 
constructivist social critic from pronouncing on the 
use of concepts in all realms of life and urging upon 
people the ʻgoodʼ use of concepts. There is no link, in 
other words, between constructivism and quietism.

This idea can be expressed in a slightly different 
form. The practical nature of constructivism is not only 
about ʻprofessionalʼ philosophers pronouncing upon 
the conceptual matters of everyday life. In attempting 
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to salvage philosophy from the ravages of modern 
capitalism, Deleuze and Guattari are not defending 
academic ʻivory towersʼ as the only haven of critical 
thought. Quite the reverse, they are defending ʻgoodʼ 
philosophy (as that which engages in the self-reflexive 
creation of concepts) wherever it appears. Such concep-
tual innovation, they recognize, is often stultified by 
the disciplinary constraints imposed by the academy. 
As they put it in the introduction to What is Phil-
osophy?, ʻthe philosopher is the concept s̓ friendʼ 
whether she is in the academy or not.46 This implies 
a ʻdemocratizationʼ of philosophy where everybody 

who uses concepts is a philosopher and, therefore, may 
also be a ʻgoodʼ philosopher; ʻso long as there is a time 
and a place for creating concepts, the operation that 
undertakes this will be called philosophy, or will be 
indistinguishable from philosophy even if it is called 
something else .̓47 An example of a ʻgoodʼ philosopher 
in a non-academic context would be the nomad who, 
in refusing the sedentary thought of the state, creates 
new ways of living, new concepts.48 Equally though, 
the nomadic lifestyle itself may become sedimented 
into a regime of thought that could be just as stultify-
ing as the state-thought it sought initially to oppose, 
but which it now resembles (the injunction, ʻWe must 
all be nomads!ʼ is an example of state-thought to the 
extent that it circumscribes the creation of concepts).49 

For Deleuze and Guattari, therefore, one must always 
approach concept creation pragmatically, not dogmati-
cally. ʻGoodʼ social criticism is always aware of its 
context and always ready to be on the move.50

This leads on to the third clarification of con-
structivist social criticism, namely that it involves a 
pragmatic approach to the present. Given that con-
structivism recognizes its own perspectival charac-ter, 
constructivist social criticism must always be aware of 
the perspective-dependent nature of the forms of criti-
cal know-ledge it generates and must, therefore, use as 
its ʻstarting pointʼ its em-beddedness within a given 

perspective. We can explore 
what this entails vis-à-vis 
the normative dimension of 
social crit-icism through a 
con-structivist intervention 
in the debates surrounding 
ʻthe right and the good .̓

For the constructivist, 
the neo-Kantian concern 
with the priority of the 
right over the good emerges 
from a legitimate suspicion 
of traditional moral ontolo-
gies. The constructivist and 
the neo-Kantian can agree 
that there are very real 
dangers in affirming con-
ceptions of the good over 
the right – in particular, 
the danger that marginal 
groups in society will be 
(at best) underrepresented 
or (at worst) actively 
excluded. To favour any 
particular ʻcomprehensive 

doctrineʼ – no matter how thin – is indeed an unten-
able position in light of the ʻreasonable differencesʼ 
over the legitimacy of such doctrines that characterize 
modern societies. However, constructivism retains a 
strong sense of sympathy with the communitarian 
critique of neo-Kantianism. The idea that neo-Kantian-
ism invokes an impoverished sense of what it means 
to be a human agent; the idea that neo-Kantianism 
does not address the ʻbackground understandingsʼ that 
generate moral decisions; the idea that neo-Kantianism 
has insufficiently interrogated ʻthe goodʼ – all of these 
must strike the constructivist as serious problems for 
neo-Kantianism. Constructivists and communitarians 
alike remain unconvinced that neo-Kantianism can 
realize the task it sets itself – the rational justification 
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of moral norms that do not give priority to one par-
ticular version of the ʻgood-life .̓ Where neo-Kantian-
ism accuses the communitarians of being wedded to 
old-fashioned ontologies and untenable teleologies, the 
communitarians accuse the neo-Kantians of surrep-
titiously advocating ʻa comprehensive doctrineʼ of 
their own (without admitting it). Constructivists tend 
to agree with both, though on grounds that neither 
would accept.

As argued above, constructivism is not suspicious 
of ontology tout court, though it is suspicious of the 
kind of troubling moral ontologies found in many com-
munitarian accounts; Taylor s̓ realist meta-ethics, for 
example, imbues the plane of immanence with a moral 
dimension that circumscribes the plane as immanent 
to conceptions of ʻthe good .̓51 Nor is constructivism 
suspicious of practical reason tout court. In the neo-
Kantian affirmation of a ʻcritical societyʼ that actively 
encourages difference to flourish there is a ʻcritical 
ethicʼ that is very dear to constructivism. However, 
as Hardt has put it, ʻthe principal fault of the Kantian 
critique is that of transcendental philosophy itself … 
Kant s̓ discovery of a domain beyond the sensible is the 
creation of a region outside the bounds of the critique 
that effectively functions as a refuge against critical 
forces, as a limitation on critical powers.̓ 52

For the constructivist, it is not a matter of prioritiz-
ing either the right or the good in all cases; rather, it is 
a matter of prioritizing that which will allow for criti-
cal (i.e. creative) thought to flourish. In any particular 
case this may require prioritizing either the right or 
the good, but in general it is a matter of conviction 
for the constructivist that it would be impossible to 
cover all possible cases with either approach (given 
the perspectival nature of philosophical knowledge). 
There is no problem for the constructivist in pragmati-
cally supporting the cause of practical reason in, say, 
a community where the dominance of one particular 
world-view is stultifying critical thought. Nor is there 
any problem for the constructivist in pragmatically 
supporting the cause of deeply embedded social goods 
where these are being quashed by the demands of 
political correctness. The constructivist is neither for 
the right nor for the good, but is aware of how the 
right and the good may be mobilized in any particular 
situation in the service of creative, critical, thought. 
Equally, therefore, the constructivist is aware that 
talking in terms of the right and the good may itself 
suppress the potential for creative thought. If this is 
the case, then the constructivist will look elsewhere 
for an opening that will allow a critical perspective to 
develop. Indeed, if we accept Deleuze and Guattari s̓ 

account of the disempowering pervasiveness of norma-
tive discourses in modern Western societies, then we 
would expect to have to look elsewhere. Contrary to 
the picture painted by Land, however, the pragmatic 
use of normative discourses may well be the most 
effective way of initiating a critical environment.53 In 
short, the nomad philosopher is neither a neo-Kantian 
nor a communitarian (though she may occasionally 
have the same objective as one or other or both) 
but is first and foremost a conceptual innovator who 
pragmatically pursues her innovations to see what 
critical potential they have (in the language of A 
Thousand Plateaus, the nomad philosopher follows 
the ʻlines of flightʼ and charts the dangers along these 
lines). Constructivism is the tool-box out of which any 
number of useful conceptual tools (some well known, 
others not) may emerge to enable a critical perspective 
on the present milieu.54 As Foucault found out in his 
genealogies, changing one s̓ topic of inquiry required 
changing theoretical tools to enable a critical perspec-
tive to emerge.55 Above all, while the constructivist is 
unflinching when it comes to defining what counts as 
social criticism, she is thoroughly pragmatic when it 
comes to defining that which engenders the possibility 
of social criticism.

Is it not this pragmatism, this intellectual rum-
maging through the bags of others, that leads to the 
charge of normative confusion? If we take norma-
tive confusion to be the surreptitious use of norms 
whilst claiming a non-normative approach, then this 
criticism is misplaced. Having clarified the nature of 
constructivist social criticism we can now see that the 
charge of normative confusion itself confuses different 
analytical levels within constructivism. The conceptual 
relationship between critique and creativity is based on 
a series of ontological presuppositions regarding the 
nature of thought (as discussed above) and entails a 
non-normative account of what it means to be a social 
critic. At this level, the level of what the concept ʻcriti-
cismʼ institutes as a plane of immanence (that which 
critical thought ʻjust doesʼ), there is no concession to 
a normative approach. It is imperative, therefore, that 
conceptual innovation is not thought of as a ʻgoodʼ 
in itself. Constructivism asserts that all social criti-
cism is first and foremost creative, and this has no 
bearing on whether or not that which is created is ʻa 
good thing .̓ Evaluation, as the act of judging novel 
concepts or ways of life against a pre-established 
moral framework, is not an act of criticism.56 If by 
normative confusion we mean the use of different 
critical tools, including normative ones, in different 
situations, then the criticism is appropriate but hardly 
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damaging. For the constructivist, it is wholly appro-
priate to be ʻconfusedʼ on this level, given that the 
ontological account of criticism implies a perspectivist 
and therefore pragmatic practice of criticism (given 
the impossibility of creating a concept of criticism 
that is wholly coextensive with the plane that it insti-
tutes). The practical engagement of the constructivist, 
therefore, consists in both an analysis of the present 
milieu and, on the basis of this analysis, a pragmatic 
appropriation of the means by which thought may 
become creative within that milieu. Such practical 
engagement is distinct from the ontological status of 
criticism in a manner directly analogous to the dis-
tinction between the concept–plane conjunction and 
the conceptual persona; the logic of practice must be 
understood on its own terms. For the constructivist, 
therefore, the confusion arises when one perspective, 
the normative, is posited as the representative of a 
multitude of critical possibilities.

Constructivist social criticism is immanent, practi-
cal and pragmatic. It has a wide remit, a horizontal-
izing analytical thrust, yet no normative imperative 
which says, ʻwe ought to strive towards a radically 
horizontal societyʼ (whatever that could mean, other 
than a complete dissolution of the social).57 If Deleuze 
and Guattari were found to be proselytizing in favour 
of such a universal imperative, then they certainly 
would be in a state of conceptual and normative 
confusion. However, there is nothing inherent in their 
description of the philosophical assumptions underpin-
ning poststructuralist social criticism that entails this 
position.

The debate between poststructuralism and other 
approaches with theoretical ʻfamily resemblancesʼ 
(post-Marxism, critical theory, communitarianism) has 
become closed off in recent years by the acceptance 
of the claim that poststructuralism is an internally 
incoherent doctrine with little to offer the critical com-
munity other than ʻempirical insights .̓ Deleuze and 
Guattari s̓ What is Philosophy?, far from confirming 
this position, gives poststructuralism the strong philo-
sophical foundation that may reopen the channels of 
communication. Their constructivist account provides 
a compelling picture of what it is to be a social 
critic and clears the way for future work looking 
at, say, the relationship between perspectivism and 
communitarianism and the ways in which this relation-
ship may foster a poststructuralist intervention in con-
temporary debates about the nature of liberalism. 
Far from seeking to shelter poststructuralism in the 
shadows of ancient metaphysics, What is Philosophy? 

opens the door to future debate by showing the extent 
to which poststructuralism taps into a rich lineage of 
philosophical precursors in the service of creativity 
as criticism.
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