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Introduction

1

The Zapatistas, a revolutionary group based in the Chiapas region of 
Mexico, only ever appear in public masked. When asked why they will
say, ‘We hide our faces so that we may be seen’. For the Zapatistas, their
masks represent the politically invisible nature of some of Mexico’s
poorest people. It is a statement about the failure of the Mexican politi-
cal system to recognize part of its own population as legitimate mem-
bers of ‘the Mexican people’ the system claims to represent (Evans, 
2010). By hiding their faces the Zapatistas are proclaiming their exclu-
sion from the political domain – hiding behind masks in order to make
visible their invisibility. It is a dramatic technique that reaches back to 
the beginnings of drama: masking the face precisely to make certain
features more visible by excluding others, and to highlight the dynam-
ics between characters by enhancing the forces at work within their
emotional, social and political interactions. Indeed, the use of dramatic 
techniques to intensify political causes has a long history: it would not 
be too much of an exaggeration to say that every significant revolution-
ary movement, in the broadest sense of that term, has had its dramatic 
elements. As well as masks, we can think of the costumes adopted by 
political movements, the flags people have rallied around, the routines
of behaviour that characterize marches and demonstrations, the revo-
lutionary songs adopted by radicals of various sorts, the toppling of 
sculptures, the use of city squares as platforms on which rebellions are
staged, and much else besides. These dramatic elements heighten and 
intensify the issues at stake: they bring to life spaces within the political 
domain that were thought dead; they bring into existence new political
characters; they stage new forms of the political rather than presuming 
that it is a domain already defined by the activities of traditional, every-
day politics. There is good reason to think that when the political is at
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stake, when everyday politics no longer enables people to have their say 
or make their presence felt, an integral part of the challenge will be the
use people make of some elements of dramatic form. The dramatization 
of struggle would seem to be intrinsic to any struggle itself.

In this book we will examine a particular link between dramatization
and articulations of the political: the method of dramatization that ani-
mates the work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. It will be argued, by 
way of an in-depth engagement with this method as it appears through-
out their work, that in order to know the political, political theorists 
must change it – dramatically. This deliberate echo of Marx’s famous 
thesis eleven (McLellan, 2000, 173) draws out a further claim that will
guide our investigation: dramatization is a critical method. By this we
mean that there is no Archimedean perspective that this method pro-
vides that enables distanced contemplation of our political situation 
in a manner that separates our knowledge of the political from our
political commitments. Alongside other critical methods, it is central 
to the idea of dramatization that the political world can only be known
by way of an explicitly critical intervention. Dramatization, as we will
show, adds the claim that this intervention must take a dramatic – 
by which we mean a practical, critical and creative – form. This is the 
main theme of Part One.

As with other critical methods, however, once this link between epis-
temology and critical practice is forged, our understanding of how this 
method should be deployed must also change. In our case, what we do
as political theorists must change if we can only know the political by 
way of a dramatic intervention in everyday political life. The change is 
twofold: on the one hand, we must acknowledge that the political can be
accessed by looking beyond the world of institutional and party politics; 
on the other hand, we must avoid an imperial attitude to the broader
world of the political and approach it in ways that seek to learn how it
is expressed through forms other than traditional political institutions.
Put like this, however, it is equally clear that dramatic interventions are
not the sole preserve of ‘paid-up’ political theorists. Rather, if we think 
of the project of political theory as the articulation of the political, then
this project is always already underway across a whole array of personal,
cultural, social, sexual, economic and political forms (to name a few).
We will explore some of these forms and the complexities to which they 
give rise as we put the method of dramatization to work through an 
analysis of language, the cinematic image and events in Part Two.

Drawing these threads together, the dramatization of the political 
can be understood as a new way of thinking about how the conceptsw
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of political theory express the idea of the political (as an alternative 
approach to the traditional activity of political theorists), where dra-
matic conceptualization takes place (thereby broadening the scope of 
political theory beyond preoccupations with institutions and norms) 
and who, and/or what, thinks the political (so as to allow the possibility t
that ‘the theorist’ may be a film or a crowd as well as an individual in 
an academic institution). These different facets are joined together by 
the idea that to dramatize the political, in the manner of Deleuze and 
Guattari, is to make a work of art. The dramatization of the political, 
therefore, forges a methodological link between politics and aesthet-
ics. As we will argue, dramatization expresses the intrinsically aesthetic 
nature of moments of politicization – those moments when the machi-
nations of politics are deemed insufficient to meet the demand of the 
political – and it does so by way of constructing an aesthetic response 
to those moments. The proper methodological response to a significant 
political event, for example, is to treat it as an art-work that demands 
a response appropriate to its form – that is, another work of art. This
claim serves as the guiding provocation that runs through the book. 
Explaining its many features and dealing with the many complexities
to which it gives rise anchors the various interpretations and discus-
sions as we progress throughout.

To this end, we will be challenging the normative mainstream within 
political theory that typically situates political criticism within the ter-
rain of moral philosophy as well as the predominant agonistic challenge 
to that mainstream that tends to prioritize the category of the social 
as the ground of the political. In both cases, the political is already 
defined, despite protestations to the contrary, by virtue of it being sub-
sumed within an already structured domain: the moral in the first case 
and the social in the second. That said, it would appear that our claim 
regarding the intrinsically artistic nature of political method falls into
the very same trap: perhaps we are subsuming the political within the
aesthetic. It is a problem that will come increasingly into focus as we 
move through the book. As we formulate it, the problem is that of mod-
ernism and the conflicting desires it involves: on the one hand, the
desire to appropriate non-philosophical domains into the service of 
philosophical argument; on the other hand, the desire to claim, by way 
of that appropriation, that art (in particular) is an autonomous form 
abstracted from its material conditions. To what extent can the method
of dramatization be said to have overcome this modernist tension? 
We will argue that this tension can be overcome if we reconsider the 
relationship between philosophy and art as described by Deleuze and
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Guattari (in What is Philosophy?) and if we are careful to treat language
as an artistic medium that can pass directly into sensation, as an art-
work does. In this sense, dramatizing the political is not simply a criti-
cal method vis-à-vis other forms of political thought but a way of doing
political philosophy that explicitly links it to the need to challenge the
institutions and formations of everyday politics by way of an art of criti-
cal intervention – through writing, but also cinema and other image-
forms, as well as the dramatic irruptions of political movements.

The many complications and tensions implied in these opening
remarks will be addressed, expanded upon, clarified and (for the most 
part) resolved in the chapters that follow. Recognizing that the whole-
scale challenge we mount with respect to many of the guiding presup-
positions of political theory may appear outlandish when stated as 
baldly as they have been above, it is our aim to take the reader on a
journey towards these conclusions that begins on much more familiar 
territory. In the first chapter, therefore, Deleuze and Guattari’s contri-
bution to political theory is introduced by way of a discussion of lib-
erty and as a critical perspective on the social-theoretical grounds of 
contemporary deliberative theory – namely Habermas’s theory of com-
municative action. Both contributions make it clear that Deleuze and
Guattari have much to offer political theory, even when that offer is 
understood as bringing their work alongside dominant concepts and
paradigms, in the form of a montage. That said, we close the first chap-
ter by claiming that their contributions will remain partial and insuf-
ficiently understood if we do not grasp the methodological apparatus 
animating their treatment of political concepts. It is not simply that
Deleuze and Guattari have a contribution to make to political theory as 
we usually understand it; rather, they have a new way of thinking about 
how we understand the nature of what we do as political theorists.

The aim of chapter two, therefore, is to elaborate upon the idea 
that their contribution is at the level of method. It will be argued that 
dramatization can be situated within a lineage of critical methods that 
stem from Marx’s thesis eleven – a lineage that accepts that the politi-
cal world can only be known through the activity of changing it. In
this sense, dramatization can be situated on the established terrain of 
methods in political theory, albeit at the outer reaches of that terrain.
Moving beyond the claim that it has a place to occupy in the method 
debates, it is important to specify dramatization with a view to articu-
lating its core features. The first part of this task is carried out in the 
remainder of chapter two as we discuss the complex formation and 
mutation of dramatization within the single-authored work of Deleuze
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and the jointly authored work of Deleuze and Guattari. We will argue
that Deleuze understood dramatization as a practical, critical and
creative method for the determination of concepts that Guattari then
understood as intrinsically political. In making this claim, however, we
tell a complex story of how dramatization emerged as a recognizable
method in Deleuze, was critiqued (apparently) as his work with Guattari
flourished, yet persisted under different names in their joint and later
singly authored works. The complexities of this interpretation are not 
made any simpler by their last work together, What is Philosophy? While 
dramatization does not appear as an explicit methodological motif, it
is clear that the form, language and structure of this book is dramato-
logical – not least, in the evocation of conceptual personae. However,
beyond this interpretive point, there is a deeper issue at work. What is
Philosophy? presents an account of philosophy and its relationship to art 
that both clarifies and obscures the idea of dramatizing the political. It
is clarified by virtue of being given a basis in a thoroughly constructiv-
ist account of philosophy and art; it is obscured by virtue of the (appar-
ent) separation Deleuze and Guattari create between these disciplines
as well as the lack of an overt role for politics in their account. At the
end of this chapter we discuss how this tension can be understood as a
modernist tension within their work. It leads us to ask: does the method 
of dramatization imply a series of modernist presuppositions that it was
supposed to have overcome?

The first step in answering this question is taken in chapter three.
This chapter details the ontological assumptions that underpin drama-
tization as method. The nature of dramatization as a practical, critical 
and aesthetic activity, as detailed in the previous chapter, is general-
ized into a claim about the relationship between concepts and ideas. 
Dramatization is presented as the method appropriate to the determina-
tion of concepts, by which it is meant that the method enables access
to the ideas that they express. The first half of the chapter deals with 
this issue: how concepts can be said to express ideas. But this is only 
part of the process of dramatization. The dramatization of the politi-
cal is not simply about determining the nature of political concepts in 
order to access the idea of the political; it is also about how the idea of 
the political is transformed by our dramatic conceptualizations. This 
double movement of dramatization can be thought of as the mutual 
conditioning of concept and idea. It is a mutual conditioning that is,
we argue, crucial to understanding the politics of dramatization as that 
which takes place beyond the confines of the academy. By this stage,
the main features of dramatization as a method in political theory and
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as a critical and creative method with real political impact have been 
determined and it is time to move on to how it can be put to work.

The motif of ‘putting dramatization to work’ drives the second part of 
the book, but not with the aim of applying that which we have learnt in
Part One – which would suggest a problematic separation of the method
from its practice – but with a view to addressing the problem of mod-
ernism identified in the first part. It is only by deploying the method 
that the real nature of this problem and the potential solutions to it
can be properly articulated. Chapter four begins on relatively famil-
iar territory, developing themes from chapter one with a discussion of 
Deleuze and Guattari’s work on language and linguistics. As with the 
general discussion of their political theory, indeed, we argue that their 
contribution can be understood both as a critique of certain forms of 
contemporary linguistics and that they are dramatists working in the
medium of language. Connecting to earlier discussions, we draw out
the importance of humour in their work as a form of artistic political 
intervention. This is generalized into a claim regarding the critical and
political function of slogans as speech acts that express the functioning 
of order-words within language. At the close of this chapter, a particular 
slogan is addressed – Belfast is a post-conflict city! – in order to show 
how slogans serve to articulate dramatically the forces at work within 
the idea of the political they institute. In many respects, however, this 
discussion of language, through humour and slogans, merely brings the
modernist problem in Deleuze and Guattari into sharper relief.

Chapter five frames this problem in its most direct and explicit way,
not least because Rancière and Badiou have discussed Deleuze’s treat-
ment of cinema in these critical terms. As Rancière argues, Deleuze’s 
work on cinema is committed to the idea that it is revolutions in cine-
matic form that manifest cinematic artistic autonomy such that Deleuze 
does not escape ‘modernist theory’. In this chapter, therefore, we out-
line these criticisms and address them in the context of cinema and in
the broader context of our understanding of dramatization as artistic 
method. In particular, Deleuze’s analysis of the operation of cliché and
money in cinema is developed with a view to analyzing how these con-
cepts function in and through both language about cinema and cinema
itself. This enables us to set up the problem of what happens when we 
dramatize. In other words, the analysis turns to a broader understand-
ing of the modernist problem as a problem regarding dramatic events.
This, then, is our key theme in the sixth chapter.

All throughout the book we will emphasize implicitly and explic-
itly that various aesthetic and cultural forms can dramatize political 
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concepts, that something happens to concepts (they are heightened,
intensified, brought into sharper relief) to the extent that they are
dramatized as such. And in chapter six we focus specifically on the 
significance of this notion that ‘something happens’ – or, as we more
technically put it, on the ‘problem of dramatic events’. For us, a dra-
matic event immediately implies the possibility of having some kind of 
direct experience that has a significance that is intrinsic to the moment
of dramatization as it occurs. And yet, we will show that such dra-
matic events remain problematic by nature. This is where Deleuze (and
Guattari) come in, and why it will also become important to cross-com-
pare their philosophy of the event with that of Badiou. What will prove 
particularly significant for us is the way in which these philosophies of 
the event immediately put a clear question mark against our intuition 
that it is possible to directly experience a dramatic event, that there is
an intrinsic significance to dramatic events qua events. This montage 
of Badiou’s and Deleuze’s concepts of the event enables us, towards the 
end of the chapter six, to reassert, in a more refined form, our claim that
it is possible to have a direct experience that has a significance intrinsic
to the moment of dramatization as it occurs, that it is possible to experi-
ence a dramatic event from within its dramatic or aesthetic unfolding. 
Indeed, we shall conclude our discussions by working through the sug-
gestion (one that draws strongly on elements of Deleuze and Guattari, 
and indeed Badiou, but also departs from them in important ways) that
dramatic events can be productively described as works of art.

The above introductory sketch of chapters one through six can 
undoubtedly be read as a provocation. And this is not simply because 
we have stated rather flatly a number of contestable claims that need 
to be developed as the chapters unfold below. For the establishment 
and defence of a Deleuze–Guattarian method of dramatization also
immediately carries with it a number of broad implications or provoca-
tions, particularly when thought about in relation to the established 
disciplinary norms of political theory. This, as we indicated earlier, is
something we emphasize and speculate about in chapter one. And it is 
a theme to which we return in the conclusion when we provide three
propositions or slogans that, to our minds, help further crystallize some 
of the important implications that follow from developing the method
of dramatization. It is important that these propositions be read as 
an invitation to put the method of dramatization to further work, as
a series of suggestive remarks concerning how and where we see the 
method developing in the future. In many respects, our concluding
remarks to the book (and the book as a totality, of course) are directed to
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a readership that we have had in mind since the inception of the project 
(though, we, of course, realize that imagining or targeting audiences 
is a risky, difficult and rather problematic business). On the one hand, 
political theorists (and those working more generally within political
studies) who engage with the related problems of method and critique
and who, for whatever reason, feel unmoved or less than enthusiastic 
about engaging with the work of Deleuze and Guattari. And, on the
other hand, those working with Deleuze–Guattarian concepts across a
variety of disciplines (philosophy, cultural and media studies, fine art,
linguistics, literary theory and so on) who may feel reluctant to insist on
the methodological significance of their work, perhaps viewing meth-
odological questions as inappropriate or incompatible with key aspects 
of Deleuze and Guattari’s thought.

As we have already implied above, the methodological significance 
of Deleuze and Guattari’s work is that it inevitably moves us towards
a consideration of the importance of the art-work, or aesthetics more
generally. As we argue in our closing remarks to the book, political phi-
losophers need to start thinking like artists or, better still, along with 
artists, in bringing to life concepts that provoke, resonate and allow us 
to meaningfully access the domain of the political. It is no accident
that during the course of writing this book we both have (in our own 
singular ways, but in ways that would not have been possible with-
out our collaboration here) begun to engage in various projects and in 
collaborations with artists and others working outside the particular 
confines of the discipline of political theory, or indeed the academy as 
such. The experience of these collaborations (and our own collaboration
in writing this book) has led us to the conclusion that the membrane 
that separates political practices and aesthetic practices is increasingly 
porous, and that we need to be increasingly open to moving through
the emerging spaces in which aesthetic and political practices resonate 
and connect up.

While we see some inspiring examples of contemporary political 
philosophers engaging productively in aesthetic practices and collabo-
rations (we mention Simon Critchley explicitly in the conclusion), we
still see these – however notable and worthy – as exceptions. If we have 
a general cultural complaint, it is that art-work or aesthetic practices 
are often conservatively viewed as being beyond the purview of serious
philosophical thought. And often when they are championed, this is
done by way of a philosophical appropriation, whereby the art-work 
becomes merely illustrative window-dressing confined within the frame
of a philosophical meta-language that determines and domesticates it
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in advance. The importance of Deleuze and Guattari’s method of dram-
atization is precisely in its provocation or invitation to take seriously 
the idea that philosophical-political thought, or the very formulation of 
political concepts, implies an aesthetic moment, a drama that necessar-
ily and inevitably plays through conceptualization as such. Let us now 
begin to raise the curtain on this drama.



Part I



1
Deleuze and Guattari
and Political Theory

13

Deleuze and Guattari are political theorists; their philosophy should
be read as political philosophy. This claim may seem rather obvious,
but it can also be read as a provocation. In many respects, it makes
obvious sense to speak of Deleuze and Guattari as political thinkers,
and the secondary literature on their political thought is testimony to
the rich resources their work provides for scholars working in this field
of enquiry (Hardt, 1993; Goodchild, 1996; Kaufman and Heller 1998;
Patton, 2000; Braidotti, 2002; Thoburn, 2003; Read, 2003; Buchanan
and Thoburn, 2008; Genosko, 2009). As is evident from this literature, 
Deleuze and Guattari’s oeuvre is replete with both important analyses 
of the core concepts of political thought (the state, ideology, capital-
ism, power and institutions, merely to name a few) and a richly artic-
ulated new lexicon of political concepts (de- and re-territorialization,
nomadology and the war-machine, for example). Given this, their place 
amongst political thought’s great conceptual innovators should not 
be difficult to secure. However, within political theory (we refer here 
very specifically to English-speaking political theory and to English-
speaking political studies more generally) this place can still be charac-
terized as marginal or, better still, precarious. For while the secondary 
literature on Deleuze and Guattari’s work in the English-speaking world
since the late 1990s has grown significantly, and while academics across 
various humanities disciplines and educational institutions have begun 
to speak their language, it remains the case that, institutionally speak-
ing, Deleuze and Guattari have yet to be fully established as part of the 
canon of contemporary political theory.

There are undoubtedly many reasons for their current precarious 
position within political theory. Perhaps the most obvious and most
commonly noted, though, is the fact that Deleuze and Guattari have
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always actively resisted the idea that the political philosophy of capital-
ism undertaken in their major joint works Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand 
Plateaus should provide readers with any kind of political programme, let 
alone a readily identifiable policy framework (Buchanan and Thoburn, 
2008, 1). Even those most sympathetic to their analysis of capitalist 
politics have struggled with this desire to avoid political programmes. 
Consider Deleuze’s well-known conversation with Negri, for example,
where the latter tentatively suggests to Deleuze that the lack of program-
matic direction renders his and Guattari’s project hard to follow, that
there are ‘points where it’s not clear where the “war-machine” is going’
(Deleuze, 1995, 171). In response, Deleuze is clear that ‘political phi-
losophy must turn on the analysis of capitalism’ (171) but equally that
there is no single direction this turn must follow because, as he argues,
‘we’ve no sure way of maintaining becomings, or still more of arousing
them, even within ourselves ... . There’s no longer any image of proletar-
ians around of which it’s just a matter of becoming conscious’ (173). It 
is true that without this clear sense of a critical or revolutionary agent
it is hard to imagine what their political programme might look like. 
But, in our view, this should not be taken to mean that we must find 
a programme within their work in order for them to qualify as politi-
cal theorists. Rather, to exclude Deleuze and Guattari from contempo-
rary political theory on the grounds that they have produced a body of 
thought that explicitly and self-reflexively resists any easy translation 
into a relatively clear and cogent political programme is to privilege a
certain understanding of what constitutes political theory. As we will 
argue throughout, it is the manner in which they challenge this domi-
nant idea of what constitutes political theory – that it should result 
in a prescriptive political programme – that constitutes their profound
intervention as political philosophers. In other words, it is not so much 
what Deleuze and Guattari offer to an established idea of political phi-
losophy that is important – though they do that to some extent as well – 
but the way in which they transform our idea of what it is to do politi-
cal philosophy. If political thought can be broadly defined as thinking 
about the nature of the political domain, Deleuze and Guattari provide 
a new image of thought that changes what we think we are doing as we 
try to access this domain. It is with this in mind that we will pursue in 
depth the method of dramatization that drives their conceptual inno-
vations but also crucially anchors their transformation of what it means 
to do political theory.

The elaboration of this method, however, is by no means a straight-
forward matter. To the extent that it has been foregrounded within 
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interpretations of their work (Boundas and Olkowski, 1994) it has been 
done from a philosophical point of view. This has produced, and con-
tinues to produce, significant contributions to our understanding of 
Deleuze and Guattari, but it remains at some distance from the domain
of political theory. Our strategy is to foreground political theory and 
then work towards the philosophical claims that underpin the method
they employ (Part One) with the aim of then putting the method to 
work (Part Two). As such, we intend this discussion to serve as a route 
into their work for political theorists, but also as a route that will clarify 
some of the political implications of the more philosophical discussions
of their method.

In this chapter we begin this journey by exploring two ways in which 
their work can be said to contribute to political philosophy; that is, 
as a contribution to classic debates within normative political philoso-
phy and as a contribution to how we understand the social-theoretical
apparatus that sustains dominant forms of normative political thought. 
With regard to the former, we will follow Patton’s (2000) lead in show-
ing how Deleuze and Guattari’s work can be constructed as a contribu-
tion to one of the mainstays of political theory, the debates spawned
by Berlin’s analysis of the two concepts of liberty (Berlin, 2002). With
regard to the latter, we delve into the social-theoretical foundation of 
the communicative turn that sustains much cutting-edge work in con-
temporary political theory, Habermas’s theory of communicative action
(Habermas, 1984). In the first instance, the aim is to show that Deleuze
and Guattari have significant contributions to make at both these lev-
els, and to this extent their work should become a standard point of 
reference within these debates.

As our aim is to stress the methodological importance of their con-
tribution, however, it is clear that we need to illuminate the form as
well as the content of their contribution (to the point where eventu-
ally this dichotomy itself will be superseded). In order to approach this 
dual task gently, so to speak, we will unfold the dramatic elements of 
their approach through their use in this chapter (before tackling inter-
pretive and systematic ontological issues in chapters two and three). 
We begin by situating Deleuze and Guattari in a dramatic montage of 
different conceptions of freedom; by montage we mean the creation
of a terrain of inquiry that subtly overlaps different conceptions with 
a view to showing where Deleuze and Guattari may be sited on that
terrain. As developed within film and theatre, montage is a particu-
larly good technique for the establishment of a frame of connections 
without overlaying these connections with a sense of their necessary 
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continuity. We then consider the nature of this territory or frame itself, 
and we do so by excavating the presumptions that animate the commu-
nicative paradigm outlined by Habermas, arguably the most significant
and certainly most widely established frame of reference within con-
temporary political theory. In dramatic terms, especially those of the
theatre, to bring to light this background frame of reference is to reveal
the empty space (Brook, 2008) that conditions the performance space. 
In political theory, analogously, it is to foreground the idea of political 
theory that conditions what political theorists do when they do politi-
cal theory. The aim here is to show that Habermas’s theory of commu-
nicative action does not succeed in articulating this territory because it
can only proceed on the basis of an already-ordered domain: the alleg-
edly ‘empty space’ is already filled by a certain idea of the political. We 
will conclude by arguing that these two interventions at the norma-
tive and social-theoretical heart of contemporary political theory reveal 
the need to delve more deeply into Deleuze and Guattari’s method of 
dramatization. The challenge of that method is to articulate fully the 
relationship between the conditions and the activity of political theory – 
a relationship we will come to argue, by the close of this book, is one 
that is necessarily and intrinsically aesthetic.

Montage-effect: Deleuze and Guattari as political theorists

It is clear that Patton’s writings have, over a number of years, done much
to define how one should present Deleuze’s (and Deleuze and Guattari’s) 
concepts in a form that is amenable, interesting and meaningful to
political theorists of various stripes (see, among others, Patton 2000; 
2005; 2007; 2010). Patton’s discussion of what he calls ‘critical freedom’ 
in Deleuze and Guattari is a typically good example of his pedagogical 
flair in this respect (2000, 83–87). It is a discussion presented against
the backcloth of Berlin’s classic defence of ‘negative liberty’ and Charles 
Taylor’s equally famous critique of the concept (Berlin, 2002; Taylor,
1985b). Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, Patton 
emphasizes the extent to which they rely on an ‘ethics of freedom’. 
Patton recognizes, however, that in order to make the connections to
the established debate it is ‘necessary to clarify the concept of freedom 
involved’:

The Deleuzean ethic ... of freedom ... systematically privileges proc-
esses of creative transformation and metamorphosis through which
individual and collective bodies may be transformed. Implicit in
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this ... is a concept of critical freedom, where ‘critical’ is understood
not in the sense that relates to criticism or judgment, but in the tech-
nical sense which relates to a crisis or turning point in some proc-
ess ... . Critical freedom differs from the standard liberal concepts of 
positive and negative freedom by its focus upon the conditions of 
change or transformation in the subject, and by its indifference to
the individual or collective nature of the subject. By contrast, tra-
ditional liberal approaches tended to take as given the individual
subject and to define freedom in terms of a capacity to act without 
hindrance in the pursuit of one’s ends or in terms of the capacity to
satisfy one’s most significant desires. (Patton, 2000, 83)

We can clearly see from this passage Patton’s direct invitation to polit-
ical theorists to engage with the provocation of Deleuze and Guattari’s
political thought as a contribution to conceptual analysis (in this case,
of course, the concept of ‘freedom’). He deliberately chooses to cross-
compare Deleuze and Guattari with established and famous figures
from within the canon of political thought in order to situate Deleuze
and Guattari’s work on a terrain that is familiar. In our view, however, 
he does so with the aid of a montage that enacts a two-fold manoeuvre:
the introduction of Deleuze and Guattari on to a familiar terrain and 
the simultaneous de-familiarization of that terrain. Let us delve into his 
argument in a bit more detail to see how this two-fold process operates.
We can recall that Berlin famously articulates negative liberty by way of 
a particular spatial metaphor: it is the ‘area of non-interference’ (2002, 
170). As Patton outlines, this notion of negative liberty entails two inti-
mately related aspects (2000, 83–84). First, there is a relatively static 
(Deleuze and Guattari would say ‘majoritarian’) subject with given
capacities (an ability to act freely, for example), desires and goals (a will
to act freely, where such action becomes, most notably, an end in itself).
Second, and this necessarily follows from Berlin’s spatial metaphor, the 
freedom of the subject requires drawing a boundary around the given-
ness of the subject. For while the boundaries between the subject and 
some external agent (the tyrant, the state, the law, other individuals 
and so on) may be drawn and redrawn differently in different political 
contexts, the space of non-interference itself ought to remain inviola-
ble, normatively speaking.

Taylor’s critique of negative liberty puts less emphasis on the subject’s
inviolability vis-à-vis a threatening external agent, and emphasizes 
instead the self-realization of a subject capable of ‘strong evaluation’ 
(Taylor, 1985a). To engage in strong evaluation, Taylor argues, is to 
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engage in qualitative judgments and interpretations of right and wrong,
better and worse, and these judgments are necessarily made against the 
backcloth of the things that significantly matter to the self in question. 
That is to say, individuals can act freely to the extent that they are able
to develop an interpretively rich and articulate sense of their most sig-
nificant values. In contrast to the negative conception of liberty as an 
area of non-interference, this positive conception takes freedom to mean
‘self-mastery’; being in control of one’s own sense of value. The follow-
ing passage is a particularly good example (because it is, we would say, a
well-dramatized example) of what Taylor means by ‘strong evaluation’:

Let us say that at the age of 44 I am tempted to pack up, abandon my 
job and go to some other quite different job in Nepal. One needs to
renew the sources of creativity, I tell myself, one can fall into a dead-
ening routine, go stale, simply go through the motions of teaching 
the same old courses; this is premature death. Rather rejuvenation
is something that one can win by courage and decisive action; one 
must be ready to make a break, try something totally new ... . All this I
tell myself when the mood is on me. But then at other moments, this 
seems like a lot of adolescent nonsense. In fact nothing in life is won
without discipline, hanging in, being able to last through the periods
of mere slogging until something greater grows out of them. One has 
to have ... standing loyalties to a certain job, a certain community; 
and the only meaningful life is that which is deepened by carry-
ing through these commitments, living through the dead periods in 
order to lay foundations for the creative one. (Taylor, 1985a, 26–7)

This picture of ‘strong evaluation’ so engagingly painted by Taylor
very persuasively brings to light the interpretive backcloth without 
which it is impossible to articulate the meaning or significance of the
concept of ‘liberty’. Of course, we can talk about liberty in the nega-
tive terms that Berlin does, but it is crucial, for Taylor, that we recog-
nize that even this presupposes a background conception of what is
significant to us as ‘purposive beings’ (Taylor, 1985a, 219). To the extent 
that the concept of negative liberty rests upon detaching us from this 
background it is, Taylor argues, inconsistent; an argument he later gen-
eralizes with regard to all ‘atomist’ accounts of human nature (Taylor,
1985b, 187–205).

While Taylor’s moral ontology of the self, most comprehensively 
developed in Sources of the Self (Taylor, 1989), may be clearly seen as a rad-f
ical deepening of Berlin’s notion of liberty (indeed, a deepening of the
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legalism and proceduralism of liberal political philosophy more gener-
ally), it still remains, as Patton says, ‘tied to a concept of the subject
as a given, determinate structure of interests, goals or desires’ (Patton,
2000, 84). In other words, Taylor, like Berlin, is working with a concept
of freedom that takes for granted a bounded subject acting in accord-
ance with his or her significantly defined interests and desires. The
danger here, from a Deleuze–Guattarian perspective at least, is that
these two concepts of freedom, given what they share, may overlook 
the subject’s potentially transformative capacities. If this is the case
then political theorists may fail to appreciate fully how and why trans-
formations in the subject can be experienced as moments of liberty 
(Patton, 2000, 84).

While it would be wrong to say that contemporary liberal politi-
cal philosophy remains ignorant of, or unconcerned with, the trans-
formation of the subject, and while the notion of a ‘critical freedom’ 
expressed through the subject’s critically reflexive attitude to its cur-
rent constitution or situation may be seen as a liberal concern (it is 
worth noting that Patton takes the term ‘critical freedom’ from Tully, 
1995), it is nonetheless important to recognize how this very familiar
tradition of contemporary political thought begins to get de-familiar-
ized as Patton introduces Deleuze and Guattari into the picture. The
familiar terrain and the set of conceptual problems that we associate
with well-established and mainstream liberal political philosophy 
(the problem of freedom) is gradually opened out onto Deleuze and
Guattari’s conceptual lexicon as Patton concludes his discussion of 
freedom by beginning to speak the Deleuze–Guattarian language of 
‘assemblages’, ‘becoming’, ‘event’, ‘qualitative multiplicity’ and so on.
These concepts then take on the resonance of a rather more insistent
and de-familiarizing provocation (we need to think in terms of ‘assem-
blages’ rather than ‘subjects’; let’s think in terms of ‘events’ rather than 
‘changing conceptions of the good’) that cannot be so easily ignored or 
dismissed as being beyond the purview of political theory as we may
more familiarly understand it.

And this is the point that we would like to emphasize in this con-
text. For even if we wanted to take issue with how Patton constructs 
this picture (for instance, he underestimates the extent to which Taylor’s
moral ontology of the self allows for transformative moments in the sub-
ject), the critical pedagogical function of this particular argument about 
‘critical freedom’ is that it has a curious, provocative, de-familiarizing, 
montage-effect. We move or cut from Berlin, to Taylor, to Tully, and 
then to Deleuze and Guattari. The montage-effect of setting Deleuze 
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and Guattari alongside well-established figures and debates in political 
thought, of making their unfamiliar and provocative concepts resonate 
through a set of conceptual problems already familiar to political the-
orists, is not just helpful commentary. For us, Patton is engaged in a
deceptively complicated interpretive effort. In Nietzsche and Philosophy,yy
Deleuze says that ‘interpretation reveals its complexity’ when ‘we realize 
that a new force can only appear and appropriate an object by putting
on the mask of the forces already in possession of the object’ (Deleuze, 
1986, 7). We can read the montage-effect of Patton’s work very much 
as an attempt to populate or appropriate the forces of a given object in 
order to make way for the appearance of a new force. The object in ques-
tion, of course, is the discipline of political theory; the forces already in
possession of the object are those, like liberal political philosophy, which 
dominate the discipline; and the new force, then, is the provocation of 
Deleuze and Guattari. In other words, Patton’s writings performatively
embody Deleuze’s own Nietzschean suggestion that the work of inter-
pretation is dramatic in form in that it entails the donning of appropri-
ate masks. Deleuze and Guattari must be masked as normative political 
theorists of freedom in order to appear on stage but the effect of this
is then to de-familiarize the theatrical context itself. That is to say, the
mask is donned, but then it is subject to ‘piercing’ (Deleuze, 1986, 5).

Drama and political thought

Anticipating an argument that still needs to be developed in the chap-
ters to follow, we nonetheless want to begin to establish the following
claim at this point: the method of dramatization in Deleuze and Guattari 
aims to determine the nature of political concepts and how we come to access, 
know and feel the resonance of political concepts. So, in this sense, we see
our contribution to the literature on the political theory of Deleuze and 
Guattari not so much as the attempt to create a montage-effect at the 
level of content but in rather more formal terms to explore what the
montaging of concepts implies: that is, an exploration of the conditions 
in and through which political concepts are brought to life. For us, there is a 
drama that is played out beneath the formulation of political concepts,
and the practice of political thought can be viewed anew when light is
cast on this drama.

Of course, the idea that drama can serve as a medium for the expression
of political thought is virtually co-extensive with the history of drama
itself, from the early Greek plays to the recent theatrical re-enactments 
of politically charged public inquiries. Equally, the idea that political
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theory often contains dramatic elements and references within it is
hardly contentious. For example, it has been said that Plato’s Republic
owes a ‘debt to Aristophanic comedy’ (Pappas, 2003, 14). There is also 
the growing recognition of the significance (Skinner, 2008) of Chapter 
sixteen of Hobbes’s Leviathan, entitled ‘Of Persons, Authors and things 
Personated’, which contains important distinctions between persons, 
artificial persons and those artificial persons that ‘have their words and
actions owned by those whom they represent’ that Hobbes calls ‘actors’
(Hobbes, 1968, 218). In a general sense, moreover, we are familiar with
the political theorist as a kind of director, staging a situation for the
reader that presents a dramatic version of the problem being addressed: 
consider again Taylor’s dramatized scenario above – the forty-four year-
old academic reflectively engaging in ‘strong evaluation’ (‘Should I stay
or should I go to Nepal?’) – as a typically engaging example of how this
can work. That said, it is clear that most political theory that employs 
dramatic elements does so without making any claim about the meth-
odological importance of dramatization, viewing it instead as a simple 
heuristic or analogical device in the service of more traditional, inter-
pretive and normative methods. Our intention in the present work is to 
make a stronger claim by insisting upon a methodological link between 
drama and political theory. This stronger claim undoubtedly begs a 
number of questions and attendant interpretive problems that we will
have to deal with as the book unfolds.

Immediately, there is the problem of tracing the emergence and estab-
lishment of the method of dramatization in Deleuze and Guattari’s
individual and collective work. This is a task that we will undertake in
chapter two. Those familiar with Deleuze and Guattari will immediately 
recognize that the method of dramatization originates in the writings 
of Deleuze rather than Guattari, finding its most explicit, comprehen-
sive, perhaps even definitive, expression in texts such as Nietzsche and 
Philosophy and y Difference and Repetition. However, we will show that 
while an explicit focus or discussion of the concept of dramatization
comes and goes at various points, the practicing of the method (their g
actual dramatizing and bringing to life of concepts of various sorts) 
continues to operate across their collective body of work.

Also, there is the problem of framing our discussion of dramatization 
in methodological terms, and insisting on such a strong methodologi-
cal link between drama and political thought. A host of further ques-
tions orbit around this broad problem, these include: why is it that,
save the odd exception (Hardt, 1993; Boundas and Olkowski, 1994), 
scholars of Deleuze and Guattari have remained indifferent to the 
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notion of dramatization as method?; is this because the very concept
of ‘method’ is too overburdened with presuppositions that are incom-
patible with key elements of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy?; is it
even possible or productive, then, to endeavour to locate a method in
Deleuze and Guattari?; and if we can indeed productively engage with 
Deleuze and Guattari on these questions, in what sense can we consist-
ently and cogently say dramatization is a rigorous method?; what does
the method allow us to discover, access and know about the political 
concepts it is thought to bring to life? This problem of method (and
these attending questions) brings into sharp relief the necessity of pro-
viding a strong philosophical defence of the method of dramatization. 
This will be our task in chapter three when we seek to articulate the
principal ontological commitments that sustain the method as such.

But before we tackle such specific problems and questions head-on in 
subsequent chapters, we think it would be useful to use the remainder 
of this chapter to keep our focus somewhat broader, providing a more 
general feel for some of the implications that follow from our task to
establish and defend a Deleuze–Guattarian method of dramatization. 
This might seem a rather odd strategy of argumentation, in that we are 
putting the cart before the horse in suggesting the supposedly impor-
tant implications that follow from an argument that is yet to be made.
However, the pedagogical pay-off is that this strategy will hopefully 
allow us to anticipate the Deleuze–Guattarian method of dramatiza-
tion in a way that makes it more resonant and immediate to scholars
(political theorists or otherwise) who are not particularly familiar with
Deleuze and Guattari, and who may then find that the very specific and
technical aspects of our subsequent chapters leave them a little cold. 
This, of course, was the strategy of argumentation that we so admired 
in Patton. And we aspire, in our way, to his example.

So, what, then, could we say are the broad or more general implica-
tions that follow from developing and defending a Deleuze–Guattarian 
method of dramatization? We have already suggested that the tradition 
of political thought can be viewed anew as a particular kind of drama in
the wake of Deleuze and Guattari. The implies that we engage in a spe-
cific kind of reading strategy when analyzing political theory, a method
of reading that is particularly sensitive to the drama that is at play in 
the very formation of political concepts. There are two related aspects to 
this. First, and perhaps most obviously, there is a need to develop a criti-
cal sense that the medium, form or genre in which political concepts
are formulated and expressed is immanently constitutive of their mean-
ing and significance (Shapiro, 2002; Porter 2007). Second, though less
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obviously perhaps, the drama implied by the formulation of political 
ideas should fundamentally impact upon our sense as political theo-
rists of what is involved in the process of conceptualization itself. The
practical and critical nature of this process is, as we indicated earlier, 
based on a set of philosophical or ontological assumptions that require
us to think of it as a necessarily aesthetic activity. Put all too simply: 
what we may think of as the aesthetic dimensions of political thought 
(say, the form, medium or genre of its expression) are not contingent 
or inessential, but necessary and constitutive. While fuller discussion
of the philosophical-political implications that follow from this essen-
tially aesthetic conception of political thought will be undertaken in
subsequent chapters, we can nonetheless begin to give a sense of what 
this might mean by way of a particular example. The example we have
mind is Habermas’ well-known discussion of the distinction between
‘communicative action’ which is ‘oriented to mutual understanding’ 
and the ‘instrumental use of language’, understood as a feature of ‘stra-
tegic action’.

Dramatic conditions

Those familiar with Habermas will know that this conceptual distinc-
tion, mapped out most extensively in his Theory of Communicative Action,
is of the utmost significance to the Habermasian project, providing, as 
it does, the important foundation upon which his moral and political 
theory is built (for example, O’Neill, 1997). Of course, much ink has
been spilled (and rightly so) by political theorists of differing hues in 
critically evaluating the detail of Habermas’ theory of communicative 
action and the normative political theory that follows from it (among 
others, McCarthy, 1978; Baynes, 1992; Honneth and Joas, 1991). Our
aim is much more modest – to use this familiar argument or conceptual 
distinction between ‘communicative action’ and ‘strategic action’ as the
raw material that will allow us to experiment with the reading strategy 
appropriate to Deleuze and Guattari’s method of dramatization. The 
aim of this experiment is to begin to show that the presuppositions 
conditioning concept formation have a significant and dramatic role
to play in the concepts that emerge: if the empty space of the theatre
is already lit, for example, then certain theatrical decisions are already 
ruled out. Let us turn, then, to Habermas’ argument as he develops it in
The Theory of Communicative Action.

As is well known, Habermas starts out from the assumption that com-
municative action oriented to mutual understanding is fundamental 
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and primordial, that it is always-already part of the pragmatics of our 
language-use as such (Habermas, 1979, 1). Or as he explicitly puts it:
‘the use of language with an orientation to reaching understanding is 
the original mode of language use, upon which indirect understand-
ing ... and the instrumental use of language in general, are parasitic’
(Habermas, 1984, 288). In order to sustain this qualitative distinction
between communicative action ‘oriented to reaching understanding’
and the strategic or ‘instrumental use of language’ Habermas draws on, 
and reconstructs, Austin’s (1975) well-known differentiation of ‘illocu-
tionary’ and ‘perlocutionary’ speech acts. ‘Through illocutionary acts’,
says Habermas following Austin, ‘the speaker performs an action in say-
ing something’ (Habermas, 1984, 289). The significance of illocutionary 
acts is their ‘self-sufficiency’; that is, ‘the speech act is to be understood 
in the sense that the communicative intent of the speaker and the illo-
cutionary aim he is pursuing follow from the manifest meaning of what
is said’ (Habermas, 1984, 289). Perlocutionary speech acts function to
bring about ‘effects’ on the addressee. ‘The effects ensue whenever a
speaker acts with an orientation to success and thereby instrumental-
izes speech acts for purposes that are only contingently related to the 
meaning of what is said’ (Habermas, 1984, 289). It is important to be
clear that Habermas is not simply suggesting that speech acts can pro-
duce all manner of side effects that the language-user cannot envisage.
This ‘trivial’, as Habermas sometimes calls it, characterization of perlo-
cutionary speech acts needs to be supplemented by a more substantive 
acknowledgement of how they can operate with the ‘design’, ‘intention’
or ‘purpose’ of producing particular effects on an audience (Habermas,
1984, 289–90). This, of course, is why Habermas calls this form of lan-
guage-use ‘strategic’ or ‘teleological’; it is designed to bring about or 
realize certain intended ends or goals in social interaction.

So, how does this help Habermas justify his claim that communica-
tive action ‘with an orientation to reaching understanding is the origi-
nal mode of language use’ and that the ‘instrumental use of language’ is
‘parasitic’ on it? Habermas’ claim, in the first instance, is a simple one:
any attempt to engage in the strategy of creating perlocutionary effects
on an intended audience always-already implies the pursuit of illocu-
tionary aims. All strategic or instrumentalizing action, in other words,
must be formulated with a prior attitude to necessary understanding. 
Habermas argues:

If the hearer failed to understand what the speaker was saying, a 
strategically acting speaker would not be able to bring the hearer, 
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by means of communicative acts, to behave in the desired way. To 
this extent ... ‘language with an orientation to consequences’ is not 
an original use of language but the subsumption of speech acts 
that serve illocutionary aims under conditions of action oriented to 
success. (Habermas, 1984, 293)

This might seem a curious, rather counter-intuitive, argument, espe-
cially if we reflect on our everyday experiences as language-users. For 
surely there are instances in our everyday language-use when the ill-
ocutionary aims served in our speech acts are manifestly oriented to 
success above all else, rather than to any understanding. Think of the
explicit imperatives that we issue to one another, the imperatives that
are set down for us to follow (‘Eat your food!’, ‘Close the window!, ‘Pass
the salt!’, ‘Please be quiet!’). Habermas does indeed realize that in issuing
such imperatives the speech actor is simply making manifest a demand 
that is willed only in order to be obeyed; he recognizes that ‘not all illo-
cutionary acts are constitutive for communicative action’ (Habermas, 
1984, 305). And in light of this, he suggests that illocutionary speech 
acts constitute communicative action oriented to understanding only 
in as much as they raise ‘criticizable validity claims’, as he terms them.
Imperatives do not raise such claims; they are demands pure and sim-
ple. That is to say, when we as speech actors find ourselves on the
receiving end of imperatives, we ‘cannot take a grounded position’ in
relation to the demands being made of us; we have no opportunity to 
‘adopt rationally motivated “yes” or “no” positions on the utterances 
of speakers’ (Habermas, 1984, 306). For Habermas, it is this ability and 
freedom to say yes or no, to critique or even out-rightly reject the claims 
put forward by others in dialogical exchanges, that importantly defines 
communicative action as a contested, critical, reflexive and delibera-
tive space, a space where, in principle at least, the force of better, or
more rational, argument should carry the day. Such is the provocation 
of Habermas’ pragmatics, a provocation he clarifies and dramatizes in 
the following way:

Whoever enters into discussion with the serious intention of becom-
ing convinced of something through dialogue with others has to 
presume performatively that the participants allow their “yes” or 
“no” to be determined solely by the force of the better argument. 
However, with this they assume – normally in a counter-factual way – 
a speech situation that satisfies improbable conditions: openness to 
the public, inclusiveness, equal rights to participation, immunization
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against external or inherent compulsion, as well as the participant’s
orientation toward reaching understanding ... . In these unavoidable
presuppositions of argumentation, the intuition is expressed that
true propositions are resistant to spatially, socially, and temporally
unconstrained attempts to refute them. What we hold to be true has
to be defendable on the basis of good reasons, not merely in ... con-
text but in all possible contexts, that is, at any time and against any-
body. (Habermas, 2000, 46)

What we find Habermas defending in the above passage is his famous 
‘ideal speech situation’, or, as he qualifies it here, the ‘unavoidable
presuppositions’ (namely; ‘openness’, ‘inclusiveness’ ‘equality’ and so
on) that are taken to inform and give shape to the deliberative and 
dialogical space that is communicative action. This shift in terminol-
ogy is important from a Habermasian perspective as he is at pains to
emphasize, time and again, that the ‘ideal speech situation’ is poorly or
mischievously understood as an abstraction or idealization that is irrel-
evant to actual social life as we experience it. As is well known, critics 
of Habermas have long insisted that his notion of an ideal speech situ-
ation harbours within it a transcendental, perhaps even quasi-religious,
yearning for something beyond the particular rough-and-tumble of 
dialogical exchange (interestingly, Habermas speaks of the ‘linguistifi-
cation of the sacred’ in Theory of Communicative Action). This something
might be referred to as ‘the true’, and we note from above that Habermas
does indeed provocatively insist on the idea of the true being, as he 
says, ‘defendable on the basis of good reasons, not merely in ... [one] 
context but in all possible contexts, that is, at any time and against
anybody’. Of course, the critical-sceptical response here is to say that
this transcendental yearning for a truth beyond context, this desire for 
a ‘mode of unconditionality’ as Habermas calls it, is ‘unhealthy, because 
the price of unconditionality is irrelevance to practice’ (Rorty, 2000, 2).
Habermas’ response to this critique is of real interest, for us particularly, 
as it begins to bring into focus the drama at play in his defence of com-
municative action.

Most immediately, Habermas insists that both context and its tran-
scendence are mutually presupposing tendencies immanent to commu-
nicative action. So, say, the notion of the ‘truth’ emerges from within
the context of actual dialogical exchanges and experiences and yet
points beyond this particular action context. That is to say, when we,
as actors oriented to mutual understanding, raise validity claims con-
cerning the truth of propositions, we are inevitably dependent on a 
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communicative context to facilitate our utterances. And yet, in order
for such action-oriented validity claims to be deemed true they need to
be simultaneously justified in a manner that transcendentally points 
beyond the given context of justification. What makes Habermas’ argu-
ment particularly provocative here is that he insists on this moment
of transcendence or ‘unconditionality’ by suggesting it is a matter of 
‘practical necessity’. What could he possibly mean by this? Here is the 
argument:

There is a practical necessity to relying on what is unconditionally 
held-to-be-true. This mode of unconditionally holding-to-be-true is 
reflected on the discursive level in the connotations of truth claims 
that point beyond the given context of justification and require the 
supposition of ideal justificatory conditions ... . For this reason, the 
process of justification can be guided by a notion of truth that tran-
scends justification although it is always already operatively effective in
the realm of action. (Habermas, 2000, 49)

Therefore, to Rorty’s sceptical remark that holding to truth or any 
‘mode of unconditionality’ is ‘unhealthy’ and ‘irrelevant to practice’,
Habermas responds with an insistence on its ‘practical necessity’ as 
such. But, how does Habermas make this claim work? Well, one of the
ways to do this is simply to keep reinforcing or insisting on the notion 
that communicative action oriented to mutual understanding is, as he 
says above, ‘always already operatively effective in the realm of action’.
A good example of this resolute insistence can be found at one, rather 
dramatic, point in Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action when
Habermas seems to say that communicative action always-already 
asserts its fundamental importance in practical social interaction pre-
cisely because it immanently plays through the formation of our sub-
jectivity and the reproduction of our forms of social life. This (and our
discussion of Habermas comes full circle at this point) is another way
in which Habermas emphasizes the ‘priority’ of communicative action 
over the strategic or instrumentalizing use of language. He writes:

Individuals acquire and sustain their identity by appropriating tra-
ditions, belonging to social groups, and taking part in socializing
interaction. This is why, they, as individuals, have a choice between 
communicative and strategic action only in an abstract sense, i.e., in
individual cases. They do not have the option of long-term absence 
from contexts of action oriented toward reaching an understanding.
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This would mean regressing to the monadic isolation of strategic 
action, or schizophrenia and suicide. In the long run such absence is
self-destructive. (Habermas, 1990, 199)

The aesthetics of political theory: or, reading the drama

As we have said, one of the important implications that follow from
developing and defending a Deleuze–Guattarian method of dramatiza-
tion is that it allows us to bring into clearer focus the aesthetic dimen-
sions of political thought, seeing aesthetics as essential and necessary 
to its constitution as such. The case study of Habermas’ defence of the 
priority of communicative action detailed above provides an example 
of how this can begin to work; or, more particularly, how we might 
develop a method or strategy for reading political theory as drama. 
Immediately, we are moved to focus on Habermas’ use of language, the 
literary or linguistic form of his argument as such. If we are to read
Habermas as a dramatist of political concepts, then the medium or form
of his dramatization is undoubtedly language itself. Language plays a 
dramatic and significant role in the conceptual architecture built up by 
Habermas and is clearly the foundation on which his particular brand
of normative political theory is constructed. We see evidence of this 
in the quote from Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action above; 
Habermas simply assumes that language is the key medium through
which political subjectivity and the reproduction of social life are
expressed. And the linguistic or rhetorical shape of his argument takes
a curiously dramatic and problematic form here. Essentially, Habermas 
stages for his readers a seemingly stark choice, though it is not really a 
choice but an imperative. He says that as social actors we can choose to 
engage in ‘strategic action only in an abstract sense’ or in ‘individual
cases’, and that we abstract ourselves from ‘contexts of action oriented
toward reaching understanding’ only at the very high price of an ‘mon-
adic isolation’ that, in the end, is ‘self-destructive’. It is in this sense that 
the choice (communicative versus strategic action) is not really a choice
at all, but an implied imperative or demand (‘Engage in communicative 
action oriented to understanding or else you will become a schizo or
suicidal!’).

Now, if Habermas’ explicit affirmation of the priority of commu-
nicative action rests, even in part, on the issuing of such an implied 
imperative, then we would seem to be in receipt of contradictory 
injunctions that are working against one another: he would seem to be 



Deleuze and Guattari and Political Theory 29

rhetorically capturing his readers in what Gregory Bateson would call
a ‘double-bind’ (Bateson, 2000, 61). That is to say, on the one hand, we 
are explicitly told by Habermas that all validity claims must remain, in
principle, criticizable, whereby the communicative actor can rationally 
say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to them in dialogical exchanges. While, on the other 
hand, it is made clear that we can never really be a position to consist-
ently say ‘no’ (or indeed ‘yes’) to the proposition that communicative
action oriented to mutual understanding is fundamental and imma-
nent to our sense of self and the reproduction of our social life. This is
a claim or assertion that is willed simply to be followed and accepted
as such: a non-negotiable imperative or order that cannot be anything 
other than what Habermas would understand as a ‘strategic’ form of 
language-use.

Read through a Deleuze–Guattarian lens, Habermas’ conceptual 
distinction between communicative action and strategic action does
not, and cannot, hold, precisely because all language-use pragmatically 
functions through the issuing of such implicit imperatives, or what 
they would call ‘order-words’ or ‘slogans’. We will discuss Deleuze and
Guattari’s concept of the ‘slogan’ or ‘order-word’ in chapter four, but we
can already get some hints, through Habermas, about how such a notion 
might work. So when Habermas explicitly formulates the priority of 
communicative action in Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action
this clearly implies that we simply recognize the order of things he iden-
tifies; the practical necessity and foundational role that he attributes to 
action oriented to mutual understanding. This then implies any number 
of further imperatives or ‘order-words’ (think, for now, of ‘order-words’
simply as imperatives; as a form of language-use that essentially aims
to compel obedience), and these could include (among others): that we 
simply accept political subjectivity and the reproduction of social life
are communicatively mediated in a fundamental way; that we simply 
go along with the proposition that our communicatively mediated
social relations unavoidably follow a particular logic of argumentation
(namely, one defined by an ‘openness to the public, inclusiveness, equal
rights to participation’ and so on); that we see as imperative the need to 
enter into dialogue with the sincere and serious intention of becoming
convinced only by the ‘force of the better argument’.

The purpose of focusing on Habermas was not simply to add to the 
already well-established critical literature on the theory of communica-
tive action. As we said earlier, our more modest aim was to use his famil-
iar argument or conceptual distinction between ‘communicative action’ 
and ‘strategic action’ as the raw material to allow us to experiment with 
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a reading strategy appropriate to our Deleuze–Guattarian method of 
dramatization. This we have done by paying some attention to the liter-
ary-aesthetic form of his key claims (the notion of a ‘double-bind’, oper-
ating both implicitly and explicitly as contradictory injunctions staged 
for the reader). This, of course, is an important aspect of the method 
of dramatization as a critical sensitivity to the medium, genre, or aes-
thetic form in which political concepts are expressed becomes crucial
to grasping their meaning and significance. It is no accident, therefore,
that one of the key problems and provocations posed by Habermas’
argument in favour of communicative action (namely, the very pos-
sibility of maintaining its priority and insisting that the instrumental 
use of language or strategic action is parasitic on it) gets dramatized and
brought to life by way of a linguistic and rhetorical form that restages it,
but nonetheless in an inverted or curiously antagonistic form. That is to 
say, Habermas’ argument itself becomes parasitic on the non-negotiable
‘order-words’ or imperatives that strategically and dramatically sustainy
its conceptualization from the first instance.

And this is hardly just a matter of Habermas employing a particular
dramatic or rhetorical strategy (say, staging the stark choice between a 
life of communicative action as against the isolation and self-destruc-
tive abstraction of strategic action) to render more concrete the stakes
of his argument. The link between the drama being played out and his 
formulated concepts is more significant than that, and the dramatic ele-
ment of the conceptualization is understood only in a limited way for
as long as we rest content with the idea that it operates as a heuristic or 
analogical device which makes communication and understanding (of 
the implications of the argument) easier. For the drama played out in
Habermas’ conceptualization of the priority of communicative action 
can also be made to orbit around, what we want to call, a more formal
set of meta-political assumptions concerning how political concepts are
conditioned as such. For example, we have seen how Habermas insists, 
against Rorty and other sceptics, on a notion of ‘unconditionality’ or 
‘truth’, how ‘the mode of unconditionally holding-to-be-true’ is some-
thing we performatively take up when engaging in communicative
action oriented to understanding. To repeat Habermas’ key point: there
is a ‘practical necessity’ to relying on something akin to a moment of 
unconditionality or truth as this is always-already operatively effective 
in the realm of social interaction as an ‘unavoidable’ presupposition
of argumentation. Of course, Habermas can insist on such unavoid-
able presuppositions of argumentation by way of his claim as to the
priority of communicative action, which we have seen dramatized in
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the manner above. This dramatization can be then seen to filter back 
through a variety of concepts, such as ‘truth’ and ‘unconditionality’, as
their unavoidable condition. Put crudely; the concept of truth is staged
and conditioned in and through its performance in a specific commu-
nicative context, a drama that then extends out by becoming the nor-
mative promise of a claim that is defendable in all possible contexts to 
a (virtually or potentially) universal audience.

At this point, therefore, we can see the drama played out in the
Habermasian text beginning to take on the formal modality of the 
method of dramatization as we will develop it, implying, as it does, 
a consideration of how concepts are conditioned, brought to life and
made to function. And we hope that the specific reading of Habermas 
undertaken here has given some sense of the potentially broader value
and significance of developing and defending a Deleuze–Guattarian
method of dramatization. As we have said, our (at this point specula-
tive) wager is that a successful defence of dramatization as method can 
open the door to any number of new strategies of reading the canon of 
political thought, as well as contemporary political theory, as drama. 
For us, it is important to insist continually on the idea that there is a
significant and constitutive aesthetic moment or dimension to political 
theory, and that the method of dramatization to be found in Deleuze
and Guattari provides a useful (though, obviously by no means exclu-
sive) way of thinking about this. Why is this important?

Well, for one thing, political concepts may then begin to take flight
from their more familiar terrain: for instance, from the historical canon 
of political thought, or the dominant disciplinary modes and critical
methodologies of contemporary political theory (such as the commu-
nicative, Habermasian-inflected, turns that animate and encircle so
much of normative liberal political philosophy). This could result in
opening us up to the realization that the formation and dramatization
of political concepts extends well beyond such a terrain, and is indeed
all around us, being densely woven into the fabric of everyday life and 
culture. In other words, the method of dramatization in Deleuze and
Guattari could (and should) spur us on to develop a real acute and criti-
cal sensitivity to the ways in which political concepts emerge from a
range of places, and how they come to us in a variety of aesthetic and 
cultural forms or genres. We will undoubtedly make some gestures in
this direction as the book unfolds, particularly in the second half: for 
example, in chapter four, when we emphasize how a contemporary
social-political formation like Belfast has been conceptualized and
dramatized as a ‘post-conflict’ city by way of various cultural-media
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forms; or, in chapter five, when we show how a mainstream Hollywood 
film like Boogie Nights can be thought to dramatize and conceptualize 
the relation between cinematic production and flows of money. But 
before all that, of course, it is necessary that we finally direct ourselves 
to the more urgent task of establishing and defending the method of 
dramatization we have been anticipating in this chapter. This, then, 
will be our focus in the next two chapters.



2
Dramatization as Critical Method
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In the previous chapter we argued that Deleuze and Guattari can be 
considered as political philosophers. There are three aspects to this
worth re-emphasizing here. First, they engage in conceptual debates, 
around the notion of freedom for example, that are the stock-in-trade
of political philosophers. Secondly, they offer a social theoretical under-
standing of politics that situates our grasp of political concepts (or, oth-
erwise more generally put, ‘the political’) on a dramatic terrain that then
allows us to begin to question the priority of a certain kind of communi-
catively grounded normative political theory (for instance, the typically 
Anglo-American variety that has been significantly shaped by a thinker
like Habermas). On both counts, their work can be said to contain novel
and compelling analyses, as shown by many of the commentators who
pursue these avenues of research, their goal being the integration of 
Deleuze and Guattari into the canon of political theory. However, we
have also implied, thirdly, that this integration will remain partial to the
extent that it does not recognize the potential methodological impact
of Deleuze and Guattari within political theory. Their work challenges 
the way we do political theory and the way that we think about the 
political; in these respects, it has the potential to make a contribution to
the discipline every bit as significant as that of those proponents of the 
communicative turn who have dominated debates during the latter half 
of twentieth century political thought (MacKenzie, 2000). Indeed, we 
speculatively ended the previous chapter by suggesting that we could
develop this challenge if we situated their account of dramatization as
method more broadly within the domain of critical methodologies.

In light of this, two questions come into view. What does it mean to
say that dramatization is a critical method? To what extent is dramati-
zation the methodological guiding thread that runs through Deleuze
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and Guattari’s contributions to philosophy and political theory? These
questions will serve as the basis for the discussion in this chapter. That
said, the full ramifications of treating dramatization as a critical method 
will only emerge as the ontological presuppositions of this method are
teased out in chapter three. For now, it is enough to establish the terrain
within which we wish to situate Deleuze and Guattari’s contribution 
to political thought and to assess the complications and tensions that 
emerge when one prioritizes dramatization within their singly and col-
lectively authored output.

From method to critical methods

In a Cartesian spirit, it is often remarked that sound method is that
which distinguishes knowledge about politics from the opinions that
make up the world of politics. While the journey of this idea through
Western political thought is complex and contested, as witnessed by 
the subtle hermeneutical narratives of Gadamer and Taylor for example
(Taylor, 1989; Gadamer, 1975), there is no doubt that it contributed to
the rise of political science as the core concern of the discipline of poli-
tics from the late 1950s onwards (Marsh and Stoker, 1995). The aim of 
political science was to use the methods of the natural sciences to study
political life. Broadly speaking and without covering over the nuances 
and internal tensions that exist within political science, two methods 
have come to dominate. First, there is the inductive empirical method 
that emphasizes rigorous observation of the political world and care-
ful extrapolation of those observations leading to generalizable laws. 
This is the approach taken by many in the field of comparative poli-
tics. Secondly, there is the deductive rationalist approach that models 
political life on the basis of certain assumptions concerning how key or
privileged agents interact in political life. This is an approach taken by
game-theorists of various sorts who seek to analyze, for example, elec-
toral behaviour patterns. Both these versions of political science take a
naturalist epistemological stance: that we can know the political world 
by proper application of methods in the natural sciences. They simply 
disagree about what the ‘science’ in political science really means.

Alongside the emergence of political science in the field of politics
the critique of this naturalistic attitude also emerged. Most notably, the 
interpretivists challenged the claims of naturalism in the social sciences
(Marsh and Stoker, 1995). Chief amongst these critics of naturalism
were Gadamer (1975), Ricoeur (1981), Taylor (1985a, 1985b, 1989) and
MacIntyre (1981). The interpretivists typically drew upon hermeneutic 
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philosophies that prioritized the intrinsic and in-eliminable interpretive
dimension of every claim about the social and political world. Whereas
political scientists view the world of politics as one that can, with due rig-
our, be treated as an object to be studied, the interpretivists argued that 
this failed to recognize that, in Taylor’s famous phrase, human beings 
are ‘self-interpreting animals’ (Taylor, 1985a). In other words, the social
and political world cannot be studied scientifically because the object of 
study, ‘we humans’, is already laden with values and meanings that are
not of the same ontological status as matter, energy, and such like.

The legacy of the naturalist–interpretivist debates is manifold.
Speaking broadly, they had two important consequences within politi-
cal science. On the one hand, it led to deeper entrenchment within 
those of a scientific attitude: ever more refined and increasingly tech-
nical means were found to defend, as they would see it, the claims of 
rigorously generated knowledge about the political world. On the other 
hand, those of a scientific bent who nonetheless recognized the impor-
tance of the interpretivist challenge sought ways in which the values 
and meanings intrinsic to human behaviour could be measured and
observed while remaining wedded to the general project of a science 
of politics. This response gave rise to much of what we call qualita-
tive method in political science, methods that have developed variously
sophisticated ways of garnering qualitative data through interviews,
focus groups and small-n studies (Devine, 1995).

Within political theory there was a similar two-fold entrenchment. 
In their desire to define a role for political thought alongside but not 
subservient to that of the increasingly dominant political science, many 
of those influenced by the interpretivist criticisms turned either to the 
history of political thought, through the study of classic texts in their 
context, or to increasingly abstract and technical forms of moral phi-
losophy. In other words, the value of political thought was to be found 
in other disciplines – history or philosophy – given that thinking about
politics had become so scientific.

Of course, this was not the aim of the interpretivists themselves, 
nor was it the journey that they undertook in their work. Alive to the
hermeneutic potential of excavating the sources of our moral views in 
order to evaluate the moral legitimacy (or not) of current norms, they
retained a strongly critical edge. Notably, they all developed a critique 
of contemporary liberalism (mostly) from within that tradition itself 
(MacIntyre being the exception). This brought to light critical elements
within liberal political thought that find their roots in Rousseau and
Hegel rather than in the individualism of Hobbes and Locke. Such 
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hermeneutic excavations of critical positions within liberalism linked
their methodological concerns with their substantive political thought,
and in making them they did much to contribute to the communica-
tive turn in political philosophy.

A part of the linguistic turn that dominated twentieth century 
philosophy, the communicative turn in political philosophy is prem-
ised upon the idea that knowledge of the political world will only be
revealed by engaging in a process of communication between free and
equal interlocutors (MacKenzie, 2000). We have seen how this idea is at
the forefront of Habermas’ analysis in the previous chapter. From the
perspective of method, the problem that Habermas identifies with the
interpretivists, of a hermeneutic variety, is that they have insufficient
grounds for the critical analysis of those processes of communication.
In many respects, his theory of communicative action is his attempt at
providing those grounds. It is a debate that has its roots in the critical 
tradition that spans Kant, Hegel and Marx (for instance, see Habermas, 
1990).

Much has been said about these roots and this is not the place to
rehearse the debates. For us, however, a key question that crystallizes
out of these debates can be framed in the following terms: is it enough 
to interpret what people mean by excavating the sources of those mean-
ings in the ideas that litter the past, or can these meanings be subjected
to rational criticism on the basis of universal features of our communi-
cative interaction? Or, to refine the question: if the ways in which we 
communicate with each other in advanced liberal capitalist societies 
are distorted, as Habermas claims, by money and power, then to what 
extent do these universal features contribute to the project of ground-
ing the project of Enlightenment such that we can pursue more rational
forms of social and political life? Methodologically speaking, then, can
we access the internal dynamics of the political world through a non-
naturalist yet rationalist interrogation of the norms of our interaction?

There is an echo in these questions of Marx’s famous rebuke to 
Hegel (and his fellow young-Hegelians) in thesis eleven of his Theses 
on Feuerbach: ‘philosophers have only interpreted the world in various
ways, the point is to change it’ (McLellan, 2000, 173). Indeed, in many 
respects, the tradition of critical theory of which Habermas remains 
the leading light, is indelibly marked by attempts to ground rationally
defensible yet critical interventions that change contemporary liberal 
capitalist societies for the better. Yet, it is notable that Marx’s thesis 
eleven does not contain the phrase, ‘for the better’. This reminds us
that there is a critical tradition that also finds sources in the modern
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philosophical tradition that holds normative implications in suspense. 
On this account, a critical method is one in which we come to know 
the world through changing it; whether or not this change will be ‘for 
the better’ is a question of a different order. There are comments within
Marx that lend themselves to this methodological approach, not least 
the occasions when he resisted the temptation to discuss what post-
capitalist society would be like. As early as their German Ideology, Marx yy
and Engels refer to communism as the movement that will only come
to know capitalism in the process of dismantling it (Marx and Engels, 
1974). Here, the concept of change has a clear epistemological flavour:
we will know the world by changing it.

Filtered through Althusser’s structuralist Marxism, this methodologi-
cal principle has become a bulwark of poststructuralism. It is in this
sense that we situate Deleuze and Guattari’s method of dramatization
as a critical method: it is the acquisition of knowledge about the political 
world through the activity of changing it. As we will see, this is not based 
on taken for granted sources of meaning nor on questionable univer-
sal features of communication, but on the epistemological potential 
of changing the political world through a process of intensification 
Deleuze called dramatization. Just what this means will be initially 
explored in the next section as we trace the complex meanderings of 
dramatization through the work of Deleuze and Guattari and in the 
next chapter as we dig deeply into the ontological claims that underpin 
this view of it as a critical method.

Dramatization in Deleuze and Guattari

Addressing the question of dramatization as method in Deleuze and 
Guattari raises two preliminary interpretive problems. On the one
hand, there is the problem of where to situate the concept of dramati-
zation in the collective output of Deleuze and Guattari. On the other
hand, there is the problem of privileging the idea of method in relation
to their work. It is important to clear the ground in relation to these
matters so that the discussion of dramatization as method can begin
in earnest.

Firstly, there is no doubt that dramatization as method originates in 
the writings of Deleuze rather than Guattari. Indeed, one can trace this 
method through Deleuze’s work without the need for separate discus-
sion of Guattari’s individually authored texts, and this is the approach
we will adopt. That said, one must include within Deleuze’s body of 
work the collaborations with Guattari (Deleuze and Guattari, 1977; 
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1986; 1987; 1994). To claim, therefore, that dramatization is the method 
that orients the work of Deleuze and Guattari is already a rather com-d
plicated statement. Moreover, it is important to recognize that drama-
tization appears to have been subject to an internal critique, notably 
the challenge to the theatrical model of the unconscious and, by impli-
cation, to the dramatalogical method itself, as found in Anti-Oedipus.
Nonetheless, we maintain that this reflection on the theatrical model
of the unconscious is best thought of as a clarification rather than a
critique – and what gets clarified (through Guattari’s influence) are the
political implications of the method. This also helps to support the view,
which we hold, that dramatization makes an implicit but fundamental
appearance in their last work together in the discussion of ‘conceptual
personae’ in What is Philosophy? (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994). While
this claim is not without its complications, as we will discuss, we main-
tain that dramatization is a methodological thread that runs through 
the philosophical work of Deleuze and Guattari. We forsake, therefore, 
any of the more inventive nomenclature that might attempt to cap-
ture their differing attitudes to this method or their changing views on
the subject. Important discussions of the theoretical and interpretive 
complexities raised by Deleuze and Guattari’s authorial practices can be
found in Genosko (2002) and Stivale (1998).

Second, dramatization as method has not, with a few exceptions
(for example, Boundas and Olkowski, 1994; Hardt, 1993), been fore-
grounded in interpretations of Deleuze and Guattari’s oeuvre. In part,
this may be the result of the complicated authorial background just
mentioned, but it may also be because there is concern about locating
‘a method’ in Deleuze and Guattari; at least for those interpreters who 
see all methodologies as overburdened with presuppositions incompat-
ible with a philosophy of difference. It is our view, on the contrary, 
that the method of dramatization not only occupies a pivotal place in 
Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical system (even though it appears,
at the level of content at least, to have a relatively short-lived existence 
within their work) but it is also a method that is entirely consistent with 
the difference-oriented philosophy they construct. Moreover, there is 
nothing about method, per se, that disqualifies us from privileging it in 
our presentation of their work below. While there is more that could be 
said on this issue, and we will address some of the complexities under 
the heading of the problem of modernism, it is nonetheless important
to know that it serves as a presupposition of our discussion that there is
a method employed by Deleuze and Guattari that can be applied within d
political theory. With these two clarifications in place, we can proceed 
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to see how the method of dramatization emerged from within Deleuze’s 
engagement with certain central philosophical figures and themes.

Deleuze’s (1991) early work on Hume, particularly Empiricism and 
Subjectivity, is characterized by a desire to resist the rationalist view that yy
concepts express essences and that one can only understand the rela-
tion between concepts when one has first understood their respective 
essences. As clarified by Hayden, Humean empiricism for Deleuze is ‘a
theory of relations’ that ‘displaces the emphasis on essential character-
istics and stresses instead that relations come into existence by practical 
rather than essential or necessary means’ (Hayden, 1995, 302). If we 
add to this, as Deleuze does, the claim that concepts are intrinsically 
relational, then we have the basis for an empiricist displacement of the
rationalist approach to the determination of concepts. That is, if all con-
cepts express relations (to the extent that they group elements together 
under the concept and they always exist in relation to other concepts)
and there is no rational necessity for the relations they express, then the 
determination of concepts must itself be a practical activity (rather than
a merely theoretical activity aimed at unearthing the essential charac-
teristics of the related elements). Of course, this does not determine the
kind of practical activity involved in the determination of concepts.
Indeed, one could follow Deleuze in many divergent directions from 
this opening empiricist claim. In our view, however, and with a view 
to the methodological implications of this position, an important con-
nection can be made to an under-theorized aspect of Deleuze’s work on
Bergson.

We find in Deleuze’s treatment of Bergson that this practical engage-
ment with concepts can take surprising forms. For example, he follows 
Bergson (2004) in drawing our attention to the ways in which humour
and the comic can determine through dramatizing, or bringing to life, 
concepts such as the ‘moral law’. In the following passage, for instance, 
Deleuze lays out the possibility of humour and irony as forms of repeti-
tion that function in this way. He writes:

There are two known ways to overturn moral law. One is by ascend-
ing towards the principles: challenging the law as secondary, derived,
borrowed ... ; denouncing it as involving a second-hand principle 
which diverts an original force or usurps an original power. The 
other way, by contrast, is to overturn the law by descending towards
the consequences, to which one submits with a too-perfect atten-
tion to detail. By adopting the law, a falsely submissive soul man-
ages to evade it and to taste pleasures it was supposed to forbid. 
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We can see this in demonstration by absurdity and working to rule,
but also in forms of masochistic behaviour which mock by submis-
sion. The first way of overturning the law is ironic, where irony
appears as an art of principles, of ascent towards the principles and 
of overturning principles. The second is humour, which is an art of 
consequences and descents, of suspensions and falls ... . Repetition 
belongs to humour and irony; it is by nature transgression or
exception. (Deleuze, 1994, 5)

Where irony plays with the forces and powers that give shape to
the moral law, forces and powers that can be used to ridicule and
usurp the tendency to speak about it in rather lofty terms, humour
implies descent to its consequences, an excessive literalism that brings 
to life the essential contingency and absurdity of this concept. Both 
approaches privilege the relations expressed by the concept of the 
moral law and express those relations by drawing them out through 
a particular practical engagement. So we could say, taking one of 
Deleuze’s own practical examples above, that a humorous or exces-
sively literalist ‘working-to-rule’ allows those doing the ‘working’ to
connect and determine laws or rules in relation to their attending
contingencies and absurdities (think, for instance, of the various roles
as ‘workers’ or other subordinates perfected by the great Laurel and 
Hardy – more on them below). And this example is obviously per-
tinent to our discussion because it shows that practical philosophi-
cal engagement can take the form of an artistic engagement – in this 
case, the art of humour. We will revisit the importance of humour to
Deleuze’s (and Guattari’s) method of dramatization in chapter four, 
and we shall see how they dramatize concepts, and make arguments, 
through a form of language-use or writing that is explicitly, and self-
reflexively, humorous.

For the moment, though, we need to keep our focus on clarifying 
and generalizing what is at stake in this practical engagement with
concepts (humorous or otherwise). This we can do if we consider how 
it was further developed in Deleuze’s work on Kant (Deleuze, 1984). It 
is well known that his book on Kant was ‘a book on an enemy’ but it
is also becoming increasingly clear that Deleuze was deeply indebted 
to his enemy; in particular, to the extent that Deleuze articulated his
theory of ideas as a realization of Kant’s critical project (Kerslake, 2002 
and 2009; Smith, 2006; McMahon, 2009). Deleuze can be character-
ized as a post-Kantian, in these two important respects: that things
in themselves are not self-determining and as such philosophy’s task 
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is not to find the concepts that represent the self-determining nature t
of things (in this sense he is at one with the Kantian critical turn
against dogmatism); and that ideas are necessarily indeterminate but 
nonetheless serve a practical role vis-à-vis concept formation. Deleuze
criticizes Kant’s ‘Copernican turn’, however, because in situating ideas 
in the remote reaches of our faculty of rational representation Kant 
claims that they can not be the object of any possible experience. It is
not that Deleuze argues that we can simply experience ideas in their 
indeterminacy (that would be to create a dogmatism of the idea), but
rather that the indeterminacy of ideas is a constant problem for our 
experience of the world. In other words, Deleuze treats ideas as real
problems: as outside of yet productive (rather than inside and regu-
lative) of thought. As elegantly summarized by McMahon, treating 
ideas as problems in this sense means that ‘they confront and compel 
thought in virtue of their positive indeterminacy, an indeterminacy
that nevertheless provokes thought to its highest powers of determi-
nation’ (McMahon, 2009, 96); hence Deleuze’s formal agreement with
Kant that ideas have a practical role in the formation of concepts. On 
this account, the practical determination of concepts discussed above 
in relation to Hume and Bergson is accorded its full critical poten-
tial as the on-going engagement with, what we may call, ‘problematic 
ideas’ that provoke thought. We will discuss more fully what Deleuze
means by an idea in the next chapter, but for now we can maintain 
that the practical nature of determining concepts is also, for Deleuze,
a thoroughly critical task, in the Kantian sense of surpassing dogma-
tism (MacKenzie, 2004; Kerslake, 2009).

Before leaving Deleuze’s treatment of Kantian critique there is one 
further insight that he draws from his ‘enemy’ that marks a crucial step 
towards the method of dramatization; namely, his interpretation of 
Kant’s account of the ‘aesthetic idea’ (Kant, 1952). According to Deleuze, 
Kant recognizes that aesthetic judgments are precisely those that pro-
voke thought by virtue of their indeterminacy; that is, they presuppose
‘the existence of a free indeterminate accord’ of the faculties (Deleuze, 
1984, 60). Without going into the full ramifications of this insight, it
is clear that Deleuze incorporates it into his general reconstruction of 
thought in Difference in Repetition. In other words, there is a necessar-
ily aesthetic dimension to the practical and critical elements of con-
ceptual determination developed through his engagement with Hume,
Bergson and Kant. In general, Deleuze argues that we should move from 
determining the conceptual parameters of ideas to exciting the ideal
yet indeterminate forces at work within concepts through a creative 
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understanding of the task intrinsic to philosophy, namely thinking. All
the pieces are now in place for Deleuze’s explicit turn to the method of 
dramatization.

Deleuze’s explicit articulation of the method of dramatization is first 
found in Nietzsche and Philosophy. In the three paragraphs that make up yy
the section ‘Nietzsche’s Method’, the method of dramatization is pre-
sented as the only one ‘adequate to Nietzsche’s project and to the form
of the questions that he puts: a differential, typological and genealogi-
cal method’ (Deleuze, 1986, 79). Moreover, addressing the possibility 
that bringing philosophical questions and concepts to life by creating
characters appropriate to them, as Nietzsche does, may tend towards
‘anthropologism’, Deleuze argues that the transformations under-
gone by Nietzsche’s characters always express forces at work that are 
unknown to man: ‘the method of dramatization surpasses man on every 
side’ (Deleuze, 1986, 79). Nietzsche’s characters, according to Deleuze,
must not be read as ‘more-or-less’ human as this de-dramatizes the ideal 
forces at work by referring them back to a fixed, given, ‘dead’, idea of 
the human. The importance of this in Deleuze’s reading of Nietzsche 
is confirmed in his contribution to a colloquium on Nietzsche in 1964.
He concludes, Nietzsche ‘not only wrote a philosophy of theatre, he
also brought theatre into philosophy itself. And with it, he brought new 
means of expression to transform philosophy’ (Deleuze, 2004, 127).
At this stage in Deleuze’s work the method of dramatization is firmly 
established as that approach to ideas whose indeterminate experience
exceeds the subject, which sets them into motion through a process
of intense characterization (what this intensification requires will be
discussed as the book unfolds). Internalizing Nietzsche’s philosophical
dramas as the realization of Kantian critique, therefore, was a further
decisive moment in the emergence of a recognizable method within 
his work.

The presentation of Difference and Repetition for his Doctorat d’Etat 
and the defence subsequently published under the title ‘The Method
of Dramatization’ are the high-water mark of Deleuze’s appeal to this
method. It is at this time that Deleuze generalizes dramatization as the
method proper to a philosophy of difference. Deleuze, particularly in
Difference and Repetition, conceives of the philosopher as director and 
the philosophical text as a script with characters and roles that the 
reader-actor can re-enact. In the Kantian language that Deleuze often 
deploys, we can say that the experience of re-enactment forces us to
determine the idea of the script differently from what we think it is
by virtue of the necessarily indeterminate nature of the script that the 
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performance expresses. Consider, in this regard and by way of example, 
Deleuze’s discussion of the Kierkegaardian script, and in particular his 
character of the ‘knight of faith’:

When Kierkegaard explains that the knight of faith so resembles a
bourgeois in his Sunday best as to be capable of being mistaken for
one, this philosophical instruction must be taken as the remark of a 
director showing how the knight of faith should be played. (Deleuze,
1994, 9)

According to Deleuze, Kierkegaard (and this, of course, could be 
equally said of Nietzsche, or even Marx) created characters to express
philosophical concepts precisely because such characters could be
enveloped in ‘an emotional, physical and environmental background’
that itself could not be the subject of representation (Williams, 2003,
45). And, for Deleuze, this is the reality of the concepts we use: they 
are always locked into a field of dynamic interactions; otherwise con-
cepts would have no meaning or resonance for us at all and they would
simply fall dead on the ground. There is, therefore, as he says, ‘a drama 
beneath every logos’ (Deleuze, 2004, 103) and it is the task of the 
method to uncover this drama. ‘Given any concept, we can always dis-
cover its drama, and the concept would never be divided or specified in 
the world of representation without the dramatic dynamisms that thus 
determine it in a material system beneath all possible representation’
(Deleuze, 2004, 93).

It is rare for Deleuze to refer explicitly to the method of dramatiza-
tion after this period of intense institutional scrutiny. In the methodo-
logical reflections interspersed throughout his work after Difference and 
Repetition, we find two tendencies. On the one hand, there is a succes-
sion of different terms to describe the method he and Guattari employ, 
presented as a process of methodological refinement. On the other hand, 
these apparently different methods are discussed in ways that maintain 
a strong continuity with the methodological project Deleuze established
during his apprenticeship in philosophy. Whatever the label used, and 
even when it is described as an internal critique of previous methods, 
there remains a fundamental commitment to the practical, critical and 
aesthetic determination of concepts. To this extent, the practice of dram-
atization as method serves as the undertow to the stream of terminologi-
cal inventiveness on questions of method that flows through his work 
after Difference and Repetition, the collaborative work with Guattari, and
his later work on art and cinema. It is to this period that we now turn
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before finishing this section with a discussion of link between dramati-
zation and constructivism established in What is Philosophy?

With the appearance of Logic of Sense in the late 1960s Deleuze tends
not to describe his method, to the extent that this term is used at all, 
as one of dramatization. In ‘Gilles Deleuze Talks Philosophy’, an inter-
view given in 1969, Deleuze is clearly less wedded to dramatization and
talks of the move towards ‘serialism’ that characterizes his discussion
of sense. Reflecting on this text for the Italian edition that appeared in 
1979, Deleuze describes changing his method between Difference and 
Repetition and Logic of Sense in order to avoid the traditional philosophi-
cal presuppositions with regard to heights and depths that he thinks 
still marked the former book (Deleuze, 2006, 65). He says that this led
him to a new philosophy of the surface in Logic of Sense, and that as
the ‘concepts changed... so did the method, a type of serial method 
pertaining to surfaces’ (Deleuze, 2006, 65). On the face of it, therefore,
it would seem that there was a decisive methodological break between
Difference and Repetition and Logic of Sense. However, it is worth looking
more closely at this change of method before simply accepting that the 
period of dramatization was over.

The ten years between the French and Italian editions of Logic of Sensef
are marked by his collaboration with Guattari. In this collaborative
work, Deleuze’s early interest in the methodological potential of dram-
atizing philosophy appears to have undergone the internal critique 
that was then retrospectively imposed between these two editions of 
the text. It would be easy to surmise, therefore, that the critique of the 
method of dramatization came from or was cemented by his work with
Guattari. Indeed, this critique is at its most explicit in Anti-Oedipus, 
their first work together. As we will show, though, it is by no means
straightforward to assume that dramatization as method is rejected
in this text. It is certainly true to say that in Anti-Oedipus the image
of the unconscious as a theatre is roundly dismissed: psychoanalysis, 
say they, invests desire in ‘an intimate familial theatre, the theatre of 
private man’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1977, 305). Indeed, ‘schizoanalysis 
must devote itself with all its strength to the necessary destructions.
Destroying beliefs and representations, theatrical scenes’ (Deleuze and 
Guattari, 1977, 314). And yet, even here there is more than a hint of 
the persistence of the dramatic method (as that which releases, in this
instance, the pre-individual drama at work beneath the construction of 
Oedipal subjects). Deleuze and Guattari write:

That is what the completion of the project is: not a promised land
and a pre-existing land, but a world created in the process of its
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tendency, its coming undone, its deterritorialization. The movement 
of the theatre of cruelty: for it is the only theatre of production, there
where the flows cross the threshold of deterritorialization and pro-
duce a new land – not at all a hope, but a simple “finding”, a “fin-
ished design”, where the person who escapes causes other escapes, 
and marks out a land while deterritorializing himself. An active point
of escape where the revolutionary machine, the artistic machine, the 
scientific machine and (schizo) analytic machine become parts and
pieces of one another. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1977, 322)

The familial scenes discovered by psychoanalysis may well need destroy-
ing but the means to do this are to be found in a different kind of 
theatre: the ‘theatre of production’ or ‘theatre of cruelty’ (Artaud, 1993).
And such is the case with Logic of Sense: after discussing his change of 
method Deleuze nonetheless refers to his desire to employ serialism as 
‘a surface art’. The construction of concepts adequate to the paradoxes 
of sense, therefore, is still an art for Deleuze (think again about the 
importance of the art of humour for Deleuze, and particularly in the
context of Logic of Sense, as we shall see in chapter four); it is still rooted 
in the journey towards dramatization that we have reconstructed from
his work on Hume to that of Difference and Repetition. If the theatre is
deemed to have too many connotations of heights and depths this is 
a secondary issue to the actual use of the method of dramatization. 
Indeed, in his 1979 account of the methodological relationship between
Logic of Sense and Anti-Oedipus, we can discern this constant reworking 
of the key assumptions within an established frame of reference (impor-
tantly, this also anticipates the famous discussion of the rhizome in A 
Thousand Plateaus):

What happened to me since Logic of Sense now depends on my having 
met Felix Guattari, on my work with him, on what we do together. I 
believe Felix and I sought out new directions simply because we felt 
like doing so. Anti-Oedipus no longer has height, or depth or surface. 
In this book everything happens, is done, the intensities, the events, 
upon a sort of spherical body or scroll painting: the organless body. 
Together we would like to be the humpty-dumpty of philosophy, or
its Laurel and Hardy. A philosophy-cinema. I believe also that this
change of method brings with it a change of subject matter, or vice-
versa, that a certain kind of politics takes the place of psychoanalysis. 
Such a method would also be a form of politics (a micropolitics) and 
of analysis (a schizoanalysis) and would propose the study of mul-
tiplicities upon the different types of organless bodies. A rhizome 
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instead of a series, says Guattari. Anti-Oedipus is a good beginning, 
provided we can break away from it. (Deleuze, 2006, 65–6)

There a number of important points to draw out here. First, we can see 
that Deleuze understands the methodological importance of his col-
laborative venture with Guattari as one that took him away from dram-
atization and serialism to rhizomatics. This movement is described as
one that gradually divests his method of traditional philosophical con-
cerns with heights and depths and then with surfaces with a view to 
the establishment of a productive philosophical method of rhizomatic 
connectivity. It would appear, therefore, that Deleuze understood this 
movement, particularly as spurred by his work with Guattari, as one
of internal methodological critique. Secondly, it is notable that this
movement is described in terms that are resonant with the practically 
oriented critical approach to the determination of concepts that led 
Deleuze to dramatization in the first place. The internal critique, in 
other words, is described in terms that fit squarely within the methodo-
logical frame of dramatization. The move toward rhizomatics, there-
fore, is best understood as an attempt to meet the requirements of the 
method he established during his apprenticeship rather than an attempt 
to distance himself from it. The provocative notion that Deleuze and 
Guattari could become the Laurel and Hardy of philosophy, for exam-
ple, makes perfect sense in the context of the dramatizing function of 
humour, which we mentioned above in relation to Deleuze’s treatment
of Bergson and which, to repeat, we will develop further in chapter 
four. This general openness to aesthetic forms in the determination of 
concepts is further reinforced by the reference to a ‘philosophy-cinema’, 
a notion that we will also pick up on later at some length in chapter
five. For the moment, however, we can say that it is clear that the lan-
guage of this move away from dramatization is thoroughly couched 
in terms of the analysis that led Deleuze to the method in the first 
instance. Thirdly, the real concern being expressed by Deleuze at this
stage is with the model of the unconscious as a theatre (the critique
we saw in Anti-Oedipus), not with the dramatization of concepts itself.
The aim is to challenge the theatrical model as used within psychoa-
nalysis rather than dramatic method as a means to the determination 
of concepts. Lastly, however, it should not go unremarked that there is 
a change of tone because, unlike the methodological reflections lead-
ing up to Difference and Repetition, method is now linked directly to
a form of politics: ‘micropolitics’. Indeed, the real impact of Guattari
at the methodological level is not that he led Deleuze away from the
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traditional method of dramatization but that he brought Deleuze to
the increasing realization (of course, already implied and indeed often 
explicit in Deleuze’s pre-Guattari work) that the practical critique of 
concepts through their dramatization is a political intervention, and 
one requiring an analytical and conceptual practice adequate to the
political. As Deleuze says in his preface to Guattari’s posthumously 
published Schizoanalytic Cartographies: ‘Felix introduced two main
notions from the point of view of institutional analysis: group-subjects
and (non-hierarchical) transversal relationships. As you can see, these 
notions are as political as they are psychiatric’ (Deleuze, 2006, 382). 
Furthermore, the idea that Deleuze and Guattari began to foreground 
the political nature of the method of dramatization, for all that they 
introduced other labels, is borne out by their work together in the 1970s
up to and including A Thousand Plateaus.

For us, one important aspect of Deleuze and Guattari’s foregrounding 
of the political is their continuing stress that aesthetic ideas and forms 
should be located at the heart of political thought. That is to say, during 
the period of their collaboration, begun by Anti-Oedipus, they show a
consistent desire to demonstrate the ways in which aesthetic forms can
denaturalize the social and political differences that we take as natu-
ral. For instance, in A Thousand Plateaus they emphasize how paint-
ing can effect movements in thought that harness ‘powers of becoming 
that belong to a different realm from that of Power and Domination’ 
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, 105–6). In Kafka, to take but one other 
example, they insist that Kafka’s fiction dramatizes ‘a deterritorializa-
tion of the world that is itself political’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1986, 47).
Time and again, Deleuze and Guattari locate various aesthetic forms at 
the heart of their philosophy of difference, and they attribute to these 
forms a particular power to dramatically effect movements in (political)
thought. To this extent, we could say that Deleuze and Guattari engage 
in an ‘aestheticization of political theory’ (Porter, 2009).

This is a theme that Deleuze also put to work in his own writings on
both the painter Francis Bacon and during his two books on cinema. In
both cases, Deleuze turns to art forms with the hope of finding concepts 
that directly impact upon how we experience the world. Both painting
and cinema, although replete with their own macropolitical agendas, 
have the potential to unleash micropolitical movements by virtue of 
creating concepts that express the intrinsically indeterminate nature
of ideas. In Cinema 2, furthermore, he says that cinema introduces the
viewer to ‘a principle of indeterminability, of indiscernibility: we no
longer know what is imaginary or real, physical or mental’ (Deleuze, 
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1989, 7). In many respects, Deleuze understood the political impact of 
art as Proust had: ‘Thanks to art, instead of seeing a single world, our 
own, we see it multiplied, and we have as many worlds at our disposal
as there are artists, worlds more different from each other than those
that spin through infinity’. (Deleuze, 2000, 187). Deleuze returns again 
and again to art, therefore, because these forms are necessarily political
in that they multiply the ‘worlds at our disposal’ beyond the world that 
we assume is so natural.

While it clear that Deleuze found philosophical thought in artistic
media such as painting and cinema, he also never relinquished the idea
that philosophy itself could always be practiced in creative ways. The
books on Foucault and Leibniz are exemplary in this regard (Deleuze,
1988b; 1993). They provide creative readings of these thinkers on the
basis that they both created projects that could never be complete. It is 
no coincidence that the motif of the fold runs through them both. By 
way of this motif, Deleuze expresses the ways in which both Foucault
and Leibniz never ceased experimenting with the movement of thought, 
always looking to find new ideas within and through the folding of 
thought. Just as an artist will revisit and redefine their practice again 
and again, so it is with the great thinkers, to the point where the prac-
tice of renewal, of folding in different directions, must be understood
as the project itself. It is a project that he also discerned in Guattari’s
solo work: ‘Felix reached an unusual level that contained the possibil-
ity of scientific functions, philosophical concepts, life experiences and 
artistic creation. This possibility is homogenous while the possibles are 
heterogeneous’ (Deleuze, 2006, 382). The fold provides a way of com-
bining the homogeneity of the project with the heterogeneity of its 
results. In his review of The Fold, Badiou recognized the importance
of this image across Deleuze’s oeuvre; it provides ‘an antiextensional 
concept of the multiple’, ‘an antidialectic concept of the event’ and ‘an 
anti-Cartesian (or anti-Lacanian) concept of the subject’ (Badiou, 1994,
51–59).

By the time of Deleuze and Guattari’s last work, the idea that philoso-
phy, art and politics must be folded together were so firmly entrenched
in the minds of their readers that What is Philosophy? was both revela-
tory and shocking. It was revelatory to the extent that it grounded 
their philosophy in a constructivist method that seemed wholly in
tune with their philosophical-political experimentation through the
arts. It was shocking to the extent that it appeared to separate phi-
losophy from art and that there was no apparent place for politics.
It is to these issues that we now turn with a view to setting up some 
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problems that will be addressed in later chapters (see also, Alliez, 2004;
Mackenzie, 1997; 2004).

As is well known, in What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari aim to 
establish that philosophy should not be thought of as a form of contem-
plation, reflection or communication, but rather as a form of creation. 
The prior three forms, they argue, are all versions of idealism because 
they seek to cover up the creative moment that inspires all philosophi-
cal activity with some form of necessity (whether in the ‘object’, the 
‘subject’ or ‘language’). Plato, for example, the arch-representative of 
contemplative objectivism, ‘teaches the opposite of what he does: he
creates concepts but needs to set them up as representing the uncreated 
that precedes them’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 29). For Deleuze and 
Guattari, the task of a philosophical understanding of philosophy can
only be met if it is first and foremost recognized that all philosophical
concepts are created. A concept, though, is not simply that which ‘sur-
veys’ the conceptual field (grouping certain forms of the state together,
for instance); it also ‘inaugurates’ a plane of immanence (the idea that 
there is a world of states that can be thought about, for example). The 
importance of this two-fold implication of the concept is that it sharp-
ens up the charge of idealism; idealist understandings of philosophy 
are those that confuse the concept and the plane, rendering both tran-
scendental. So the task of avoiding the slide into idealism presents itself 
thus: we must keep separate that which the concept surveys and that 
which it inaugurates. But, how is this to be done? What must philosoph-
ical method look like if this confusion is to be overcome? In answering 
these questions Deleuze and Guattari invoke the ‘conceptual persona’
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 61–83).

The conceptual persona is that which constitutes the relationship 
between the concept and the plane of immanence without subsuming
the relationship under a pre-given identity of what it means to think. 
In this respect, the conceptual persona has the role of a methodological
guiding principle. It serves as the ‘point of view’ that is established as 
the concept is created and the plane instituted. In a telling and little-dis-
cussed move within What is Philosophy? this point of view is generalized 
into the notion of territory, understood in the way that, say, French phi-
losophy may be said to have a point of view, or, more broadly, the way 
that normative political philosophy brings a point of view to bear on
the process of concept formation. These territories map out the methods 
that shape philosophical analysis, and when they become sedimented
in thought they are the basis for the creation of philosophical knowl-
edge. However, in becoming sedimented they equally serve to close off 
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possible perspectives as the basis for the creation of further knowledge, 
and it is this that Deleuze and Guattari have in their sights. In contrast 
to those concerned with finding forms of knowledge that may be said to 
transcend perspective, their concern is this: how does perspective func-
tion to create knowledge? 

In relation to our discussion this overview of their constructivist 
understanding of philosophy has important consequences. In general 
terms we can see how the practical, critical and artistic understand-
ing of philosophical method developed by Deleuze as dramatization
is allied to a non-idealist understanding of philosophy as a whole. In
particular, the methodological implications are that constructivism
requires the recognition of the perspective that one brings to concept 
formation, where this is understood as the foregrounding of the per-
sona that animates the concept–plane relationship. In other words, the
persona is the character that brings to life the relationship between 
thought and the non-thought that it implies. Nietzsche’s characters are
exemplary because they are ‘explicit’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 65), 
but all philosophical creators and all good philosophers are creators of 
concepts, have characters that dramatize the philosophical question
of knowledge by bringing to life the perspective that relates concept
to plane: the idiot, the doubter, the lover, the proletarian, the knight
of faith, and so on. These characters personify the critic, even though
they are never identical to the philosopher. In dramatizing the critic, 
the philosopher is able to establish a territory upon which the method 
becomes a critical method: a means of not merely interpreting a pre-
given reality but changing that reality in the name of alternative forms 
of knowledge. As they say, ‘Even the history of philosophy is com-
pletely without interest if it does not undertake to awaken a dormant
concept and to play it again on a new stage’ (Deleuze and Guattari,
1994, 83).

This explicit return to the method of dramatization, however, is not
without its problems. There are two that are pertinent to our discussion:
the relationship between philosophy and art and the seeming lack of 
a politics to their constructivism. First, in What is Philosophy? Deleuze
and Guattari argue that philosophy is only one creative discipline and
that art and science are equally creative though they do not create the 
same things. In relation to art, it is argued that artists create ‘blocs of 
sensation’ that institute ‘a plane of composition’ through the ‘action of 
aesthetic figures’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 197). There is, in other 
words, the same triadic movement of creation, but that which is cre-
ated is different: philosophy and art are both creative disciplines but, 
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they argue, we should not confuse them. This would seem to put a
major obstacle in the way of our claim that dramatic method unites the
practical and critical determination of concepts through artistic form.
Secondly, this problem is compounded to the extent that there seems to
be no systematic place for politics in their constructivism. To the extent 
that political philosophy does appear in this last work together, it is by 
way of a discussion of its utopian function; the conjunction of philoso-
phy with the present milieu as the means to re-launch new struggles
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 100). The idea that the dramatization of 
concepts is necessarily political, in the sense that gave so much momen-
tum to the work with Guattari, appears to have been displaced. Is it the
case that the return of dramatization is also the return of a depoliticized 
method?

These two problems can be placed under the heading of the problem 
of modernism in Deleuze and Guattari. Is there a return to the modern 
form of differentiated critique that splits our knowledge of the world
into different domains with different requirements? Is there a return to
the idea of the depoliticized method that helped establish the priority
of the naturalist position in the social sciences?

Throughout the rest of this book we will argue that this is not the case.
The route to making this claim is not an easy one, however. On the one 
hand, it requires that we get to grips with the ontological claims sup-
porting the dramatic method with a view to establishing this method 
as a critical method. On the other hand, it requires that we address 
head-on, so to speak, the ways in which this method can be put to work 
so that we can tackle the problems as they arise in context and with a 
view to resolving the issue by reworking the claims in the final chapter 
on dramatic events.
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In the previous chapter we developed the claim that dramatization can 
be understood as a critical method. We did so by first outlining what we 
mean by ‘critical method’ vis-à-vis the methods debates within politi-
cal studies, and suggested that critical methods are those that see an
intrinsic link between knowledge and change such that one comes to 
know the (political) world through the act of changing it. We then out-
lined the ways in which dramatization as method developed within the 
work of Deleuze’s ‘apprenticeship in philosophy’ (Hardt, 1993). During
this time it became a practical and critically oriented aesthetic model
of how to determine concepts in ways that showed how those concepts 
are always open to revision rather than bearers of essences. We then 
continued to trace the influence of dramatization through Deleuze’s
collaboration with Guattari. This raised a number of complexities, not
least surrounding the apparent critique of the dramatological model. 
We argued, however, that this critique was best thought of as a clar-
ification of the method’s political impact rather than a disavowal of 
dramatization itself. It was noted that this political agenda was played 
out in various ways in Deleuze’s individual and Deleuze and Guattari’s 
joint work through an engagement with the deterritorializing function
of different aesthetic forms. We will return to (some of) these forms in
more detail in Part Two as we consider how the method of dramatiza-
tion can be put to work in relation to language, cinema and events. 
By the end of the previous chapter, through the discussion of What 
is Philosophy?, we argued that the constructivist model of philosophy?
and art it articulates can be read as both a return to the treatment of 
dramatization as method and as a formulation of it that raises certain 
problems in regard to our presentation. In particular, the apparent sepa-
ration of philosophy and art as creative disciplines and the seeming 
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lack of a systematic place for the political implications of the dramatic 
method raised concerns that Deleuze and Guattari, in their last work 
together, had surreptitiously returned to some of the modernist presup-
positions regarding method that Deleuze’s development of the practice
of dramatization seemed to be challenging. In Part Two, we will use this 
as the motif around which to orient our discussions of how to put the 
method of dramatization to work in political theory.

From concepts to ideas ... 

Before that can be addressed, however, it is important to delve more
deeply into dramatization to see what ontological presuppositions it
carries with it. The aim of this chapter, therefore, is to systematize the 
claims of the method rather than chart its development and mutations 
within the oeuvre of Deleuze and Guattari. In doing so, we will have a 
better grasp of the issues driving the problems we have identified in the 
previous chapter and a better sense of how to resolve them. The ques-
tions that will guide our discussion in this chapter are these: in what 
sense is dramatization a method? In ‘bringing concepts to life’, what
does this method ‘discover’? In what sense does dramatization establish
the relationship between knowledge and change so central to critical 
methodologies? What is the role of the aesthetic in this relationship?

The interpretation of Deleuze’s early work on Hume, Bergson, Kant
and Nietzsche established that dramatization is a practical and critical
method for the determination of concepts as a form of aesthetic judge-
ment. The method aims, therefore, to provide a creative appreciation of 
the conditions that give concepts their force or their quality rather than
to establish their essence. What is meant by ‘conditions’ here? The con-
ditions of any given concept are those that explain why it is pertinent,
relevant and useful (or not) as a concept that provokes thought about 
the world and our place in it. This is not a feature of conceptual method
that is at all foreign to traditional methodologies. Indeed, all methods 
(in social and political studies, certainly) require that the investigator 
establish the pertinence of the investigation before embarking upon it. 
However, this is usually treated as both a preliminary to the study and
as something that is separate from the content of the study. For exam-
ple, a study into the relationship between class and voting behaviour
will have to establish that is a topic worthy of study, but then the argu-
ments given to establish this will be put to one side so that the objective 
study of the relationship can be undertaken. From the perspective of 
dramatization and other critically oriented methods, this is a fallacious
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distinction. What is particular to dramatization is that it is the force 
and quality of concepts that the method seeks to determine.

But what are the ontological implications of trying to determine the 
force and quality of concepts? As Deleuze puts it, echoing Kant in the
particular way we discussed in chapter two, the task of determining 
concepts is important because this is the means by which we can access 
ideas. An idea, for Deleuze, is ‘in itself a system of differential relations
and the result of a distribution of remarkable or singular points (ideal 
events)’ (Deleuze, 2004, 94). In this chapter we will chart the argument 
behind this two-fold characterization of the idea: how do we under-
stand the idea as first ‘a system of differential relations’ and second as
‘the result’ of ideal events? We will argue that accessing the differen-
tial relations that constitute the idea requires that this access take the 
form of an event such that to know the idea one must constitute it differ-
ently. As such, the dramatization of concepts is a method that enables 
access to the ‘dynamic spatio-temporal determinations’ (the differen-
tial relations) that constitute the terrain of the idea and, furthermore, 
this method requires the creation of difference within the idea itself in
order to capture the dynamics within that terrain (the results of ideal
events). As Deleuze puts it: ‘We distinguish Ideas, concepts and dramas: 
the role of dramas is to specify concepts by incarnating the differential 
relations and singularities of an Idea’ (Deleuze, 1994, 218).

We are well aware, though, that such Deleuzean terminology is of lit-
tle help if it is not connected to our everyday experiences. When we talk 
in more everyday terms about drama we typically have in mind a work 
intended for performance: ‘a state, situation, or group of events involv-
ing forces in opposition to each other’, as glossed by the standard dic-
tionary definition. In this sense, to qualify something as dramatic is to 
claim that it has a vivid, striking, heightened, illuminating or powerful
affect. The dramatic sunset, for example, is that which stops us in our
tracks, captures our imagination and illuminates our experience to the 
extent that we are almost forced to look at it. The verb form, to drama-
tize, has a related but typically more specific meaning. It is to discover 
the ‘forces’ within the novel, poem, text, painting etc. by making them 
vivid, by heightening them. Dramatization, therefore, even in common 
parlance is the process by which a text or situation is brought to life
such that it effects a change in the emotional state of those involved 
(say, performers and spectators). The emotional impact of dramatiza-
tion will come to be discussed below under the philosophical concept 
of intensity. Furthermore, in dramatizing a script, for example, we wit-
ness the creation of dramatis personae; this is the process whereby the 
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characters in the text are ‘brought to life’ – given personae – not simply 
by the individual artist but through a complex combination of actorly, 
directorial, performative, contextual and other forces. As Deleuze argues
in Difference and Repetition, this process of bringing to life or performing 
the text reveals more about the character (whether Kierkegaard’s ‘knightt
of faith’, Nietzsche’s ‘superman’, or Marx’s ‘proletarian’, to take three
examples he mentions in this context) than could be revealed simply 
by reading the text-script. In other words, there is, as is well known 
within theatre studies, a form of discovery in the playing of the part
or the staging of the text; a discovery of the dynamic trajectories in
which a character is implicated, for example, in the particular way that r
the character is performed and the play-script staged. Deleuze’s claim, 
therefore, is that philosophical texts should not be read with a view to 
interpreting what they mean, but performed with the aim of bringing 
to life the forces that animate the text. In this sense we agree with Jones
and Roffe when they say that Deleuze operates a consistent method of 
reading texts in the appropriation of those philosophers that constitute
his ‘philosophical lineage’, but we disagree that this method is ‘prima-
rily a method of reading’ (Jones and Roffe, 2009, 4) as this confuses the 
act of reading the text with the dramatic restaging of the text that is so 
central to his attempt to move beyond interpretation. As we will see, 
this clarification is necessary to the extent that we must always think 
through the ways in which dramatization links to a thought of the out-
side, a thought outside of philosophy itself that must be the constant 
source of its dramatic discoveries. But before we get ahead of ourselves,
however, we must ask: what is being discovered in these moments of 
dramatization?

Deleuze argues that it is the intensity of the character (the concept, the y
text, etc.) that is discovered. Intensity is a key concept in Deleuze’s phil-
osophical lexicon and by no means one whose meaning is beyond dis-
pute: witness the thorough commentaries and critiques it has spawned 
within the secondary literature on Deleuze (Boundas, 2009). For our
part, and given the social and political theory context we are work-
ing within, we will typically think of intensity in very human terms, 
notably as the emotional domain that traverses human interaction and 
identity. Williams (2008; 2003) has made an art of explaining Deleuze’s
concept of intensity in this way. We can see what is at stake if we develop 
the idea in relation to our everyday understanding of drama.

Macbeth’s monologues, for example, can be read on the page,
and profitably so, if one is intent on understanding the rhythms of 
Shakespeare’s language, the careful use of syntax and such like. But they
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demand an audience, an actor, a performance space, lighting (indeed, 
the whole panoply of elements at work in any dramatic production) if 
the intensity they contain is to be realized. We can say that Macbeth’s
monologues were written, but they were written to carry an emotional 
punch; that is, to be felt by the actor in their performance and by the 
audience in attendance. Indeed, anyone who has read Macbeth and then
watched a well dramatized version of it will attest to the fact that previ-
ously obscure passages in the text can even become the most luminous 
aspects of the play when they are well performed. Generally speaking,
any particular expression of the intensity of Macbeth’s monologues will 
always depend upon the relations within which they are made manifest 
(there must always be an audience, for example, for the monologue). In 
this sense, dramatization as method is a method of intensification and
it is the relationships between things – typically the emotional relation-
ships between everyone involved – that are being brought to our atten-
tion either as performers or as spectators.

As it is with the characters of a play-script, so it is with the concepts
of a philosophical text. In order to determine their force one must bring 
out their intensity by setting them within a series of conceptual, tex-
tual and performative relations rather than by seeking to determine
their essence first and then seeing how they relate to other concepts.
Deleuze understood from Hume that it is a fallacy of rationalism to 
think that the essence of concepts can be determined in advance of 
their manifestation within a particular domain of conceptual rela-
tions. For example, we should not assume that we know the essence of 
Macbeth’s monologues in advance of their staging. It is more produc-
tive to work through the possible meanings they may contain in the 
process of bringing them to life as a series of relationships – that is, as a 
drama. As it stands, though, this rests upon the notion that the inten-
sity we experience is always relational. Deleuze’s ontological claim is
more complicated and profound, however. For Deleuze, all the relations 
that we experience are the result of processes of intensification. In other t
words, it is not simply that things exist in a series of intense relation-
ships; it is intensification that brings things into existing relationships. 
It is to this fundamental aspect of his philosophical system that we
must now turn.

What is intensification? In the context of our discussion of method,
intensification is the process constitutive of the extensive diversity 
implied by conceptualizations. While concepts group together ele-
ments that appear the same from the perspective of some criterion of 
identity, the point of creating the concept is to express the intensity of 
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the elements that it groups together by bringing them into relations
with each other. Clearly, this requires some explication and clarifica-
tion. Returning to the play-script for a moment, we can say that the 
characters are conceptualized by being grouped together in a narra-
tive structure, for example, but it is only through performance that one 
is able to distil the intensity of the relationships between them that
their diverse roles in the narrative express. Drawing once more from the
world of drama that we know, this is why performance groups tend to
put so much emphasis upon the processes involved in bringing a play 
to the stage. It is no coincidence that many of the great innovations in 
dramatic practice are at the level of how performers come to embody 
the roles they have to play: the idea of method-acting springs immedi-
ately to mind, for example.

Putting on the play, in other words, is a process in which the process 
itself may significantly change the nature of the play that is produced. 
But does this make sense outside of the world of theatrical productions?
We will pursue this in relation to politics towards the end of this chapter, 
but for now – with a view to showing the scope of this idea in Deleuze
(and pointing to its genesis in his work) – we shall make a brief foray 
into the metaphysics of the natural world. One of Deleuze’s favourite 
examples of intensification is the physical process of crystallization. It 
is an example that he drew from the work of Gilbert Simondon, a phi-
losopher of science who is becoming increasingly recognized as one of 
Deleuze’s most important sources (Toscano, 2009; Bergen, 2009). What 
happens as a crystalline solution precipitates individual crystals? One
might argue that the individual crystals are already lying in wait within 
the solution ready, so to speak, to become the actual individuals they 
already are. However, as is clear from the science of crystallization, there 
is no way of saying in advance what particular crystals will form out of 
the solution, even the same solution. Given this, Simondon argued that
we should treat the solution as a pre-individual field that acts as the
‘ground’ from which individual crystals are formed while not contain-
ing those individuals itself. The ‘ground’, in other words, is radically 
different from that which it supports – the individual crystals in this
instance. But how does Simondon account for the emergence of individ-
ual crystals out of this pre-individual ground? He argues that we need to
think of the process of individuation as one in which the pre-individual
form of the solution informs the relationship between emergent crys-
tals in an unpredictable way to create structured relationships between 
actual crystals. In amongst this difficult set of ideas is a profound claim
that Deleuze sites at the heart of the ontological presuppositions that 
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drive dramatization. When he asks himself, in chapter five of Difference
and Repetition, how intensity can fulfil the role of constituting extensive 
relations, he turns to a gloss of Simondon’s analysis: ‘Gilbert Simondon 
has shown recently that individuation presupposes a metastable state – 
in other words, the existence of a “disparateness” such that there are
at least two orders of magnitude or two scales of heterogeneous reality 
between which potentials are distributed ... . Individuation is the act by 
which intensity determines differential relations to become actualized,
along the lines of differentiation and within the qualities and extensi-
ties it creates’ (Deleuze, 1994, 246). With a view to swimming back to 
the shore from the sea of these metaphysical claims we can say that
the key point is that for Deleuze, following Simondon, when we think 
of individuals (people, performances and so on, as well as crystals) we 
must always remember that process has primacy over product.

It is a conclusion that is at the heart of, not least because it has
informed, a wide array of contemporary art practice. Linking it back 
to our example of putting on a play we can see its importance. For our 
purposes, the solution can be read as the intense relationships that the 
script expresses and the individual crystals as the actual relationships 
between the characters that emerge in the process of crystallization. 
What is important, however, is not the latent relationships within the
script (even though there are clearly a range of potential relationships)
but how the actual relationships of any given performance emerge as
the result of the process that they undergo. On this level, crystallization
is dramatization, and vice-versa. The process of dramatizing the script
establishes a series of relationships between these performers of this play
in this particular context out of a script that could equally establish a r
different set of relationships if the process of dramatization was differ-
ently enacted.

How does this help us understand the relationship between concepts 
and ideas established in the method of dramatization? According to 
Deleuze, while concepts group together actual things by placing them
in relation to each other, the process of conceptualizations, of forming
concepts, is already a process of intensification such that all the rela-
tions that concepts express are already relations of intensity (Deleuze,
1994, 251). Furthermore, the relations that concepts express are con-
tained within the idea from which they are drawn, just as the solution
contains a variety of potential crystals and the script a variety of poten-
tial performances. The dramatization of concepts, therefore, requires 
setting them into relationships with each other in ways that express 
the intensity of the relationships they already express; it is a way of 
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determining the idea that the concept expresses. As Deleuze puts it, 
‘intensity is the determinant in the process of actualization. It is inten-
sity which dramatizes’ (Deleuze, 1994, 245).

Nonetheless, we must be careful with this account of the ontologi-
cal claims underpinning the method of dramatization, because it may 
give the impression that dramatization simply discovers the ideas that 
determine concepts in the rather traditional sense that layers of con-
ceptualizations are excavated in order to unearth the pristine essence
of the idea itself. Much of the recent work on Deleuze has sought to rec-
tify this impression (Widder, 2001; Bergen, 2009), in part as a response 
to the critical literature that has promulgated it (Badiou, 2000; Žižek, 
2004; Hallward, 2006). As stated at the beginning of this chapter, how-
ever, the method of dramatization has a second, ‘evental’ dimension 
that must also be appreciated. And we need to specify why this second
aspect is required and what it brings to light in terms of the ontological 
claims that sustain dramatization as method. This demands a further
foray into Deleuze’s metaphysics of difference.

 ... and back again

We can begin by giving further consideration to the performance of 
Macbeth’s monologues. Consider the teacher who understands that
these monologues need to be performed to be understood, that it is not
enough to simply read the text in search of its essence. She may choose
the dramatic version that illuminated her own understanding so clearly 
as a student of Shakespeare, only to find that this same performance 
does little with the class she is now trying to enthuse. Something has 
happened here, and this happening needs to be understood if drama-
tization is to be given its full ontological status. First of all, it is impor-
tant to recognize that this is not necessarily a failure on the part of the
students; it is not that they simply don’t ‘get it’ when they should. As
is well understood in theatrical productions, the emotional intensity
of Macbeth’s monologues can only be determined through dramatiza-
tions that connect to the forces at work within the broader structures of 
performance and reception. While Olivier’s renditions may have made 
sense to the teacher, for example, they may now appear archaic and alien 
to the students she is trying to provoke. The complicated forces at work 
within and beyond the play-script itself have changed such that Olivier’s d
dramatization no longer appears relevant to the students. The dramati-
zation of the text cannot ignore these broader structures of reception if 
the force of the characterization is to be brought back to life. Therefore, 
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it is not simply a matter of performing the text well to unearth the idea 
that it contains; in order for it to be well performed it must be performed 
again, in a way that connects with the emotional background of the
students. Given this, the ontological assumptions it imposes upon the
method of dramatization are considerable. Indeed, if we accept that to 
dramatize is to express the intensive relations constitutive of concepts,
and if we accept that this is achieved by putting concepts into relation-
ships of intensity with each other, and if we accept that this requires dif-
ferent dramatizations dependent upon the structures of reception, then
it makes sense to inquire more deeply into the nature of these intensive
relations to see exactly what is at stake in this claim.

In our view, there are four key ontological claims that must be expli-
cated if the method of dramatization is to be sustained. First, Deleuze
argues that all relations of quantity and quality are conditioned by 
intensity: ‘in short, there would no more be qualitative differences or
differences in kind than there would be quantitative differences or 
differences of degree, if intensity were not capable of constituting the
former in qualities and the later in extensity, even at the risk of appear-
ing to extinguish itself in both’, (Deleuze, 1994, 239: see Hughes, 2009,
for an interesting discussion of how intensity cancels itself out). Second,
he argues that intensive relations are relations of ‘pure difference’ – self-
differing variations within things, so to speak, rather than the differ-
ences between things whose essence we think we already know. Deleuze 
argues throughout his work that intensive relations are not subsumable
within models of difference that presume the pre-given identity of the 
related things. He argues that identity oriented definitions of difference
(ones that view difference as opposition or contradiction, for example) 
always compare things against a pre-established view of ‘the same’ and
thereby nullify difference. A non-identity oriented model of difference 
is one that can account for difference without the ‘return of the same’. 
Summarizing rather dramatically, he concludes that in order to grasp
the reality of pure difference we must view it as an intensive difference:
a difference of intensity rather than a difference of extension (Deleuze, 
1994; Deleuze, 1990). Third, he argues that intensive difference is always
subject to a principle of indetermination. As noted in the previous chap-
ter in the discussion of Deleuze’s relation to Kant, indeterminacy is not 
something to be avoided in the Deleuzean metaphysical system. On the
contrary, there is a necessity to recognize it as a condition of that which
differs from itself, of ‘pure difference’.

Deleuze uses the example of lightning to explain these three fea-
tures of his explication of this different kind of difference: ‘...  instead 
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of  something distinguished from something else, imagine something
which distinguishes itself – and yet that from which it distinguishes 
itself does not distinguish itself from it. Lightning, for example, distin-
guishes itself from the black sky but must also trail it behind, as though 
it were distinguishing itself from that which does not distinguish itself 
from it’, (Deleuze, 1994, 28). We experience the lightning flash as a 
moment of intensity before its illuminating quality and before we can 
quantify its luminescence. This intensity is not in opposition to the
darkness from which it emerges (to say so would presume that dark-
ness itself has no intensity); nor is it determinable vis-à-vis the intense 
nature of the darkness, because that has its own intensity (it does 
not make sense to say that the flash of lightning is the same as one 
hundred, or one thousand etc., moments of darkness). He concludes 
that: ‘Difference is this state in which determination takes the form of 
unilateral distinction. We must therefore say that difference is made, 
or makes itself, as in the expression “make the difference” ’ (Deleuze,
1994, 28).

This idea of unilateral distinction is a Deleuzean formulation – one 
of many it must be said – that operates in the same way as Simondon’s 
account of how process forms product. The flash of lightning, we may 
say, brings both the intensity of light and dark to our senses as part of 
the same process. Equally, the dramatization of the play brings us to our
senses with regard to the script and the performance; we can see the play 
and read it again differently. From the perspective of the dramatizationyy
of concepts, we come to know the idea through the process of concep-
tualizations but in doing so we come to know the idea that the concept
expresses differently. At every step of his metaphysical journey, Deleuze
reminds us of the two-sided nature of this process. We are drawn to 
think about individuals (crystals, performances, concepts) through a 
process that expresses their link to the pre-individual domain (solution,
script, idea) from which they emerge. But we can only think about this
pre-individual domain by conceptualizing: we must access the process 
by performing it again, differently.

This brings us to the last important clarification of Deleuze’s phi-
losophy of difference (at least for our purposes of grasping dramatiza-
tion as method). According to Deleuze, relations of pure difference are
indeterminate (they have a role in determining individuals but cannot
in themselves be determined) and, as such, they are an ideal but none-
theless real component of actual – determinable – things. Of course,
‘ideal’ here refers to Deleuze’s materialist understanding of the idea 
(the solution and the script are ideal in this sense), and therefore it is 
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imperative that it is not taken to imply any sense of perfection. Equally,
Deleuzean ideas are not the ‘property’ of a unified subject, be it an
individual person or a trans-historical spirit. As we have just seen, they 
are the pre-individual domain from which concepts are ‘precipitated’.
Rather, an idea, for Deleuze, is a distribution of differential relations,
indeterminate in themselves but nonetheless productive of efforts to
determine them (as we saw in the previous chapter with regard to his 
account of aesthetic experience derived from Kant). An idea, therefore, 
and as Deleuze is fond of saying, is not a set of concepts we employ to 
resolve a problem in our representation of the world; rather, an idea 
is a real problem that makes us think conceptually: it is ‘an “objective” 
problematic field, determined by the distance between two heterogene-
ous orders’ and ‘the act of individuation consists not in suppressing
the problem, but in integrating the elements of the disparateness into a
state of coupling which ensures its internal resonance’ (Deleuze, 1994, 
246). It is real, or ‘objective’, as Deleuze tentatively puts it, in that it 
resides outside of us, as a provocation to thought. The idea is a problem 
to the extent that it is constituted as a system of differential relations 
that cannot (in principle) be determined once and for all. Ideas, we 
can say, are problems without any single solution, just as a solution in
the physical sense is an idea without any single realization as a crystal 
formation. Borrowing the term from Bergson, Deleuze (Deleuze, 1988a)
refers to the indeterminate yet real nature of ideas as virtually implicated y
in every actual attempt to determine them through conceptualizations.
As such, Deleuze’s ontological commitments lead him to argue that
every determination of the real is conditioned by a virtual idea of that
reality, just as every invocation of the virtual idea is conditioned by 
our attempts to understand it conceptually. Just as the performance of 
Macbeth’s monologues is conditioned by Shakespeare’s text, our under-
standing of the text is equally conditioned by every performance. As
such, the important point to draw from this foray into Deleuze’s meta-
physics is that the relationship between the concept and the idea that 
it expresses is necessarily problematic – on the grounds that they are in
a state of mutual conditioning that exhausts neither the concept nor 
the idea. The fundamental importance of this two-fold conditioning is 
eloquently generalized by Bergen (to the extent that ‘nature’ and ‘ontol-
ogy’ here generalize the claims we have developed in the language of 
solution and crystal, script and performance, concept and idea):

Ontology is not a mere illusion that plays with thought any more
than thought would play with ontology. Nature is not what thought
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takes from behind but rather what composes the wave of Being that
it then rejoins. One thing among others attests, I think, the perdur-
ance of the ontological question across Deleuze’s work: the definition
of the plane of consistency as that which ought to be thought and yet
cannot be thought (What is Philosophy?) brings back the definition of 
the idea in Difference and Repetition: the rise of an ontological prob-
lem and of an unthought, which is both the thing most intimate to
thought and also its absolute outside. (Bergen, 2009, 21)

This eloquently joins together the interpretation we gave in the previ-
ous chapter regarding the development of the method of dramatization 
and the claims we have articulated in this chapter with regard to the
ontological position that serves as its ground. Notably, Bergen estab-
lishes the connection between dramatization and constructivism: we 
can now see that the relationship between the concept and the plane 
of immanence is crucial to this two-sided ontology of Deleuze, where 
the plane of immanence is simply another term that he uses to talk of 
the ideas that concepts presuppose. Crucially, from the point of view of 
method, the relationship between these sides is kept open by its prob-
lematic nature. This problematic nature is presented in Deleuze as the 
movement between these two domains, a movement that defines the
conceptual persona of What is Philosophy?: namely, a movement on the
open territories of perspective. Conceptualization always expresses an 
idea but it does so by taking a perspective on that idea: we always bring
a persona to bear within the methods we use, and if we do not recog-
nize this then we will tend toward idealism – the collapse of concept 
and idea.

This becomes clearer if we ask the following question: why does the 
method of dramatization express this intrinsically problematic nature
of the idea while other methods do not reach the ideal problem they
seek? Characteristically, Deleuze’s answer to this question can be found 
in the connection he establishes between the method of dramatization 
and certain forms of question. In the defence of his Doctorat d’Etat, he 
puts it like this:

The Idea responds only to the call of certain questions ... . The
question what is this? prematurely judges the Idea as simplicity of 
the essence; from then on, it is inevitable that the simple essence 
includes the inessential, and includes it in essence and thus contra-
dicts itself ... [the Idea] can be determined only with the questions 
who? How? How much? Where and when? in which case? – forms 
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that sketch the genuine spatio-temporal coordinates of the Idea. 
(Deleuze, 2004, 95–96; see also Deleuze, 1994, 246)

Now we can answer the question of how we dramatize a concept; we 
ask questions such as ‘how much of it is there?’, ‘how much do we want
it?’, ‘do we want it here, this much in this context but that much in
another context?’, ‘should we use this concept now, but not then or in
the future?’ etc. The point is that this takes us to the frontiers of the
concept, its moments of intense crystallization such that we are able to 
access the differential relations that make up the idea that it expresses –
though only through this particular determination of the concept. Just
as theatre directors and producers must ask whether or not it is worth 
restaging Macbeth now and here, so it is that methodologists must
approach the concept they wish to analyze by recognizing that these 
questions are intrinsic to establishing a process that will define, in the 
end, the product or outcome of the study.

But isn’t there still something obscure in all this? For how do we get 
to the moment of intensification within the concept through which 
we can ‘discover’ the differential relations? Williams captures what is
at stake:

An actual thing must change – become something different – in order
to express something. Whereas, the expressed virtual thing does
not change – only its relation to other virtual things, other intensi-
ties and Ideas change. This explains the conceptual innovations of 
Difference and Repetition. Deleuze has to introduce the concepts of 
multiplicities of pure differences and of envelopments of intensities 
to escape ways of thinking of change in terms of causal changes in 
parts that effect a whole. (Williams, 2003, 200)

Given the two-fold ontology of the virtual (yet real) intensities envel-
oped in all actual, extensive things, if we simply conceptualize things as
they appear to us we will always miss that part of reality that conditions
our experience of the thing itself: its intensity. Yet, in order to access 
this other (virtual) part of the thing itself we must change that which 
is actually present. In so doing, we will be able to reveal the forces at
work within things, but we will also have impacted upon those forces,
at the level of the ideal events that constitute them, and thereby we will
have changed the idea itself that the concept expresses. To know the 
idea behind the concept, therefore, is to change the relations within and 
between concepts so as to express the system of the pure differential 
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relations constitutive of the non-representational idea that conditions 
our determination of the concept. To put it as a slogan: make an event of 
thought!

We will return to this notion of the event in the last chapter and in
doing so see that it plays a fundamental role in our attempt to secure 
the methodological link between What is Philosophy? and Difference
and Repetition as a necessarily aesthetic link in a way that complements
Bergen’s account but nonetheless takes it in new directions. At present,
it is enough to note that an event for Deleuze is not a mere occurrence;
it is not just anything that happens (as it is within analytical philoso-
phy). Rather, the event in Deleuze is a significant occurrence where
significance is indicative of a change in the intensive relations of the 
ideas that constitute things. It is this idea of significance that has been 
lurking behind phrases such as ‘the well dramatized play’. A play can 
be dramatized in a variety of ways that merely replay what is already 
known about the text. In this sense, and as theatre critics often point
out, there is no point to the dramatization: it is of no significance. 
If the performance changes what we know about the text, by bring-
ing out potential interpretations that have lain dormant within it, 
then we can say that it is a significant restaging of the text, one that 
has significance. Moreover, at least part of this significance is that it 
will change all future performances of the text, because in some way 
they must take account of this significant rethinking of what the text
means, if only to disavow or distance any further production from it.
Such performances are theatrical events because they are events in 
the general sense. To dramatize concepts in order to access the ideas
they express, therefore, is to ‘make a difference’ by making an event
of thought.

It is in this sense that dramatization is a critical method. In the previ-
ous chapter, we characterized critical methods as those that draw epis-
temological inspiration, albeit often implicitly, from Marx’s eleventh
thesis on Feuerbach: ‘philosophers have only interpreted the world, in
various ways, the point is to change it’ (McLellan, 2000, 173). That is,
critical methods agree that knowledge regarding the social and political
world, in particular, will only emerge in the process of transforming 
society and politics. In certain variants of Marxism, this takes the form 
of the revolutionary upheaval of capitalism by the universal class, the
proletarians. In certain variants of feminism, this requires the over-
throw of patriarchy in order for women to be able to know what it is 
even possible to think as a woman. In Deleuze and Guattari’s version
of a critical method, we can know the social and political world by 
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dramatizing the concepts that constitute it in the act of making a sig-
nificant difference to thought, creating an event.

This may not seem a very fruitful method from a critical point of 
view on the two grounds mentioned earlier; first, on the grounds that 
it appears woefully caught up in the game of philosophical invention
and, secondly, on the grounds that it seems divested of all real sense of 
political engagement with a specific form of oppression. These are both
charges that have been laid at the door of Deleuze and Guattari and it is
important to address them. What’s more, however, any critical method 
worth its salt must also be able to justify itself against other methods – 
and it is with this discussion that we close this chapter.

The politics of dramatization

Many commentators sympathetic to the philosophical rigours of Deleuze 
and Guattari’s system have baulked at the apparent lack of critical bite it 
would seem to entail (Badiou and Žižek are but the two most prominent 
representatives of this at present). There is a general concern that they 
are engaged in what Rèe (1995) dismissively called ‘philosophy for phi-
losophy’s sake’: that the affirmation of dramatic re-conceptualizations
is merely ivory-tower posturing, impotent in the face of real political 
challenges. We cannot go into all the issues these charges bring here, 
though we have discussed them elsewhere (MacKenzie, 1997; 2004; 
Porter, 2006; 2009). For now, our focus must be on clarifying further 
what is meant by a concept, by the dramatization of concepts, and by 
making an event of thought.

One way of neatly summarizing the previous two sections is to say
that a concept is a multiplicity that surveys an event. Every concept 
already has more than one component to it. The concept of the state, for 
example, has numerous components including territory, sovereignty,
a people, authority and such like. Equally, each of these concepts has
multiple components. That said, concepts do not have infinite compo-
nent parts because every concept must leave out other concepts in order 
to define itself. So a concept is ‘a finite multiplicity’, to use Deleuze and 
Guattari’s phrasing from What is Philosophy? This is another way of say-
ing that the concept expresses an indeterminate idea that nonetheless
requires conceptualizations; this is the two-sided nature of concepts
that we discussed above.

To say that each concept surveys an event is therefore to say that it 
includes multiple elements that express the event. We recall the example 
of crystallization discussed above. The concept does not represent the 
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actual individuated crystals that have formed (for example, we may say 
the crystals were beautiful and by this mean that they are  particularly
luminous, reflective and such like) rather it expresses the event of their 
formation from out of the ideal solution that itself contained many dif-
ferent potential individuations: of which this particularly beautiful for-
mation is only one. That is to say, concepts (at least ‘good concepts’ as 
we will see) describe the process rather than the product because the 
process has ontological priority over the product that emerges. Similarly 
with regard to the state: this concept should not, when well used, be 
taken to represent actually existing political formations, but rather to 
explain that these formations emerged at all – i.e. that the state is the 
result of a process that explains the particular qualities that actually 
existing states have acquired.

The dramatization of concepts, on this view, is the process by which
one ‘recovers’ the events that conditioned their emergence. As we have
argued throughout, however, this can only be achieved in light of con-
temporary conditions. We can only conceptualize the relevance of the 
concept of the state if we engage thoroughly with how its contemporary
forms express the intensive relationships that gave rise to it in the first 
place. In other words, we must approach the state as a form still in proc-
ess, even when it appears to have acquired a sedentary and fixed nature.
In much used Deleuze parlance, we must ask what the state is becoming
rather than what it is: ‘is the state still relevant?’ rather than ‘what is the 
state?’ As we discussed in the previous chapter, Guattari was well aware
(more so than Deleuze perhaps) that asking questions such as these was
an intrinsically political endeavour. As Guattari was fond of saying, it is 
the impertinence of such questions, all too readily policed and excluded 
from public discourse, that reminds us that micropolitical activity must
begin in the nursery; that is, it must begin with the naïve and simple 
questions of those who have not yet been told to ‘know better’. In other
words, there is a politics to the questions one asks and dramatization is 
a method that forces us to ask political questions.

Of course, it might be argued that, in moving from the ivory-tower to
the nursery, the real site of political contestation – namely the street – 
remains occluded. However, the clarification of what a concept is, and
how one dramatizes it, has made no reference to the fact that it must
be philosophers (in our present world, this seems to mean state-funded 
academics, although this is changing) that engage in this process. On 
the contrary, philosophers of the paid-up variety are typically those that
engage in well-worn and well-defended processes of de-dramatization; 
that is, in their attempts to proclaim the naturalness of certain
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concepts against others. In Deleuze and Guattari’s terminology, they
are the idealists who seek to bridge the unbridgeable distance between 
the concept and the plane (or idea) that it expresses by arguing that this
concept really conveys what is meant by the idea. Equally, we can say y
that the dramatization of concepts is as likely, and perhaps more likely, 
to occur on the streets as it is in the ivory-towers or the nursery. There is
nothing in being a professional philosopher that privileges these indi-
viduals in the use and dramatization of concepts. Indeed, Deleuze and
Guattari are adamant that the philosopher is the concept’s friend and
these friends can be found in every walk of life – walking the streets as
well as the quad.

The crucial requirement for being the friend of the concept, how-
ever, is that one recognizes it for the intensity it is, that one does not 
deaden concepts by running down rabbit holes after their essence but
keeps them alive by always using them in forceful and pertinent ways. 
Being the friend of the concept in this sense means being one who is 
always willing to make an event of thought. As we recall from What 
is Philosophy?, the philosopher is the one who creates concepts and to?
create concepts means to create events. What is more, the philosopher
need not be an individual; it could just as easily be a pair, a group or
social movement. Any movement, for example, spurred to respond to 
an event by creating a new way of articulating their existence, a new 
concept (which can just as readily be a new version of an established
concept), is a philosopher (Svirsky, 2010 contains many interesting 
examples of this general claim). If this philosopher then develops the
perspective that the concept expresses without undermining the dif-
ference between the concept and the significant event from which it
has resulted, then this philosopher is dramatizing the world that we
inhabit by making an event in thought that will resonate throughout
all other thoughts – at least potentially. That said, this does not imply 
that the philosopher will or must call everyone under the banner of this 
new image of thought. Indeed, the concept–idea–event relationship is
one of mutual conditioning and indeterminacy and any attempt to do 
so would be to occlude the internally problematic nature of those rela-
tionships. In sum, we can say that all critical methods espouse creative
intervention, but only dramatization maintains that creativity because 
of the problematic nature of the idea it seeks to express.

But how does this help us think about how we access the political?
To state it as clearly as possible: every conceptualization of the elements
of political reality is conditioned by an idea of the political, just as 
every idea of the political is conditioned by our conceptualizations of 
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everyday politics. If we change one side of this two-sided ontology in a
significant way, and we do so as individuals asking pertinent questions 
in seminars or nurseries or as groups taking to the streets in the name
of new form of existence, then we bring an event to thought that illu-
minates our understanding of the political world. In political theory,
dramatization as method requires that we stage new relations within 
and between the concepts that animate politics in order to express the
indeterminate, yet endlessly provocative, nature of the idea of the polit-
ical. This complex set of relations can be set in motion when we forsake 
questions that look for the essence of the concepts that we use (what is
‘X’?), and instead ask questions about the force or power of concepts in 
particular circumstances – such as ‘how do I play the “knight of faith”,
the “proletarian”?’; ‘how useful is the concept of the state to contem-
porary political life?’; ‘does rationality have any force when we think 
about human relationships?’; ‘to what extent is justice applicable to the 
family?’, and so on. The results of such questions, to the extent that
they do not return to questions of essence, are always a provocation to
political thought because they condition concepts that are (potentially,
at least) expressive of the idea of the political. And, after all, isn’t that 
what political theory is all about?
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Language and the Method 
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In Part One of the book we situated Deleuze and Guattari’s work in 
a political theory context (chapter one), then traced the emergence,
consolidation and continuing importance of dramatization as a criti-
cal method (chapter two), before exploring the ontological claims that 
sustain this method as such (chapter three). As we have already indi-
cated, in this second half of the book we are motivated by two general 
concerns going forward. First, we want to address head-on, so to speak, 
some of the ways in which the method of dramatization can be put to
work. Second, to foresee and tackle problems with the method as they
arise in the context of our putting it to work. The narrative that will
emerge across chapters four, five and six will, we hope, become clear
(though not without some complication) and it can be anticipated with
the following brief sketch.

In this fourth chapter we will be specifically concerned to draw out 
some ways of thinking about how the method of dramatization can be 
put to work in relation to language. One of key themes that will emerge
later in the chapter is Deleuze and Guattari’s modernism, or, what we
will come to call the problem of their modernism. It will be recalled 
(chapter two) that we raised a couple of problems against Deleuze and 
Guattari’s method as it particularly related to modernism. On the one
hand, we registered a worry about the splitting up of knowledge into 
separate domains (about the way Deleuze and Guattari separate out
or differentiate the domains of art, science and philosophy in What is
Philosophy?). And, on the other hand, there was concern about whether
or not the re-emergence of dramatization, through the discussion of 
the conceptual personae in their final collaborative work, amounted
to a depoliticizing move whereby their method comes to sit in a curi-
ously abstract relationship to politics. It is important to see how these 
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problems are connected. For one of the dangers of insisting on a distinc-
tion between different domains of knowledge is that we, despite our 
best efforts and against protestations to the contrary, fall into the trap
of then privileging one domain over the others (think, for example, 
of the naturalism or scientism of the political scientist as discussed in 
chapter two). These are problems that we will again take up, addressing
them implicitly and explicitly across all the three chapters in question.
So, after establishing the problem of Deleuze and Guattari’s modern-
ism in relation to their work on language and linguistics (chapter four),
we then pursue this in a more detailed fashion through a discussion
of Jacques Rancière’s and Alain Badiou’s critique of the modernism 
they find in Deleuze’s cinema books (chapter five), a discussion which 
then opens up the possibility of critically engaging with Deleuze and 
Guattari’s general aesthetics in What is Philosophy? (chapter six). And 
what we shall emerge in these final chapters (among other things) is a
clear question mark being put against Deleuze and Guattari’s argument 
that art and philosophy exist in a separate, but equal, relation. Indeed, 
it is both the implicit and explicit contention of critics like Rancière and
Badiou that Deleuze (and Guattari) privilege philosophy over art in a
way that depoliticizes the potential of the latter; that is, the politics of 
aesthetics in Deleuze and Guattari becomes the particular property of 
a philosophical meta-language that determines, and thereby nullifies,
it in advance.

Now, although we concede that the modernist problem identified by 
Rancière and Badiou will indeed prove to be stubbornly persistent and 
problematic, we nonetheless want to counter the blanket claim that
Deleuze and Guattari’s work generally, or the method of dramatization
in particular, is fatally lacking in critical bite and political efficacy. In
one sense, we will simply show, as we have said, how the method can
be put to work, or directed to practical engagements whose political
efficacy the reader can evaluate as they are unfolded across the book as
a totality. So whether this is showing how Deleuze and Guattari engage
in conceptual debates familiar to the political philosopher (for exam-
ple, the concept of freedom as discussed in chapter one), or how their 
own new lexicon of political-philosophical concepts can be used as a 
resource to critically engage social and political formations (for exam-
ple, below, in this chapter, we will use their concept of the ‘slogan’ to
think about contemporary Belfast as a ‘post-conflict’ city), or, finally,
how aesthetic forms are themselves invested with an autonomy to
think, and think politically (a key theme in Deleuze’s cinema books to
be discussed in the next chapter), the intuition in each case relates back 
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to our opening proposition of chapter one – namely that Deleuze and
Guattari are political philosophers and should be read as such.

With the above general sketch of chapters four, five and six in place,
let us now turn more particularly to Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking on 
language, and its relation to the method of dramatization. One of the
key gestures or practical moves that we want to make in this context 
is to show that Deleuze and Guattari are dramatists who work in the 
medium of language: we want to show how they, as writers, dramatize
by performing or using language in particular ways. Before we begin 
to try to make this practical move, it is perhaps worth briefly mention-
ing that it importantly implies that Deleuze and Guattari’s work should 
be given its due as a philosophy of language, that what they say about 
language and how they use it immediately enters into a critical, and 
potentially productive, relationship with other key figures and move-
ments in the philosophy of language, or even contemporary linguis-
tics. James Williams, for instance, is his impressive book on Deleuze’s
Logic of Sense shows incredible ‘pedagogic flair’, to quote Jean-Jacques
Lecercle, in establishing a number of potentially fruitful lines of 
enquiry, connecting up, as he does, Deleuze’s work and some pressing
problems in contemporary philosophy of language (Williams, 2008). 
Moreover, Lecercle has been a longstanding and energetic champion of 
Deleuze and Guattari’s work in this field, not only in emphasizing their
importance to a thorough rethinking of language philosophy but also
in suggesting how they can be used to recast some of the problematic
methodological assumptions that inform contemporary programmes of 
research in linguistics (Lecercle 2006; 2002; 1999a; 1994; 1990; 1985).

Humour

If the method of dramatization is a method that aims to determine the 
dynamic nature of concepts (political or otherwise) by bringing them
to life, then language is a key medium through which Deleuze and 
Guattari engage in the practice of dramatizing as such. Immediately, we 
can think of this simply as the act of writing, or at least as a potential 
implied by the act of writing. So a key question immediately presents
itself: how do Deleuze and Guattari write? It is necessary to think of the
style or form of their writing as fundamental to the architecture of their 
argument rather than as a flowery, but essentially contingent, add-on. 
So, if we read Deleuze and Guattari and we are moved, say to smile or
laugh, it is essential that we understand this effect as something which 
productively functions in the argument we are being confronted with; 
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that the style or form of humour has a significant philosophical func-
tion. In the nineteenth series of Logic of Sense, Deleuze describes the
philosophical importance of humour in the following passage:

every time we will be asked ... “what is Beauty, Justice, Man” we will
respond by designating a body, by indicating a object which can be
imitated or even consumed, and by delivering, if necessary, a blow 
to the staff (the staff being the instrument of every possible desig-
nation). Diogenes the Cynic answers Plato’s definition of man as a 
biped and featherless animal by bringing forth a plucked fowl. And
to the person who asks “what is philosophy?” Diogenes responds by
carrying about a cod on the end of a string. The fish is indeed the 
most oral of animals; it poses the problem of muteness, of consum-
ability, and of the consonant in the wet/palatalized elements – in
short, the problem of language. (Deleuze, 1990, 135)

This passage warrants close attention, not simply for its meaning, what 
is signifies or designates, but also for its potential effects on the reader, 
dramatic effects. Williams importantly emphasizes how Deleuze’s sen-
tences in Logic of Sense come in a kind of ‘multi-dimensional’ form,
reflecting a ‘rich and chaotic style’ which aims not at a ‘single mean-
ing or content’ but allows for a ‘multiple mixture of modes, meanings,
physical hooks and emotional connections’ (Williams, 2008, 20). In 
one sense, we find Deleuze making a particular and rather direct claim
about the philosophical value and use of posing certain kinds of ques-
tions. And what he says here very much connects to a felt sense that 
questions that come in the form of ‘what is ...’ are the wrong kind of 
question. Remember (from chapter three) how Deleuze insisted that
questions framed by way of the ‘what’ must give way to questions like 
those we saw him pose in his defence of Doctorat d’Etat; namely, ques-
tions like ‘How? How much? Where and when? In which case?’ (Deleuze, 
2004, 95–96; see also Deleuze, 1994, 246). Against the abstraction of 
the ‘what’ we find Deleuze, as he says, descending to bodies, objects,
things, which when encountered throw the question of the ‘what’ 
(and indeed its solution or answer) up in the air. This is precisely what 
Deleuze means by humour, the philosophical importance of humour; it
is an art of ‘descent’ (Deleuze, 1990, 135).

Hence the singular importance of Diogenes to Deleuze; Diogenes’ 
dissenting response descends critically on the Platonic question and
answer (question: ‘what is man?’ answer: ‘man is a featherless biped!’), 
and can, for example, work on readers by dramatizing and bringing 
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into sharp relief the feeling that real care and humility needs to be
shown by anyone who would assume responsibility for philosophical
instruction or, for that matter, any kind of learning. Indeed, for us, as 
teachers (we flatter ourselves, of course) in a university setting it is hard
not to respond to this passage in Logic of Sense without some emotion 
or felt sense that our students, like Diogenes, may desire to perform
their own acts of humorous sabotage in order to render problematic our,
often, rather odd, infuriating and obtuse locutions and ways of think-
ing and teaching. And, of course, our students (if we can create the right 
environment) do this all the time. One example will suffice to illustrate 
the point (and yes this really happened).

Picture the scene; an earnest lecturer is delivering a lecture on 
Adorno and falls into a rather long-winded, inattentive and digressive
rumination about ‘pseudo-individuation’. Struggling to retain focus 
and cogency, and seeing the students starting to drift off, our lecturer 
begins to fall back into cliché and standardized remarks about ‘stand-
ardization’, about the world being highly ‘administered’ and ‘concep-
tually shot-through with the logic of the commodity form’ etc. Now, 
wind the clock forward; in the seminar the next week, the students are 
asked to present papers discussing how and where we may see evidence
of ‘pseudo-individuation’ operating in political or other institutions, or
indeed in the broader culture. Two students responded not by present-
ing a paper, but, in effect, by doing a performance; making their earnest 
lecturer the butt of a rather clever joke. One student played the lecturer 
(with relevant tics, non-verbals, intonations, and endless repetition 
of the same pop-culture references), while the other played the stu-
dent body, but a student body that didn’t just passively sit and silently 
think about the silliness of their situation, but one which started to say 
out loud things like: ‘oh God, not another snide comment about the
“pseudo-individuation” of IKEA products’; or ‘here we go again with
vague and rather baseless remarks about the genius of New Order’s first 
three albums’; or ‘doesn’t it occur to him that making those hand ges-
tures, or fiddling with his watch like that, or saying “apropos”, is incred-
ibly off-putting, distracting and irritating ...’.

The gesture the students were making, of course, was one of humor-
ously descending on their lecturer to show the very standardized and
repetitive form in which the concept of ‘pseudo-individuation’ was
discussed. Focusing less on the content of what was said in the lec-
ture and more on the form of its delivery (again the tics, non-verbals,
intonations, the pop-culture references) they brought into sharp relief 
their own experience of ‘pseudo-individuation’ in the institution where 
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they found themselves – the university. In this regard, our students are
proper Deleuzeans, at least in the sense that the humorous form of their
dramatization or expression was at once very much part of the archi-
tecture of their argument. Yes, what they did was funny in and of itself 
(and yes, there was perhaps an element of wanting to simply take the
piss), but, and this is a crucial point, the humour played a particular
role in their learning and in the learning of all in the class (even, or 
especially, the lecturer). Humour plays a role in learning, for Deleuze,
precisely because it creates an important felt sense that what often 
passes for supposedly informed or rational instruction (in this case, our
lecturer’s ruminations about ‘pseudo-individuation’) has limited sense, 
that it remains problematic in some way. There is therefore wisdom to 
be found when one embarks on ‘this adventure of humour’ (Deleuze, 
1990, 136).

This takes us back again to the passage above. For, as we can see,
Deleuze is not simply making an argument for the philosophical impor-
tance of humour by way of a supposedly informed and rational instruc-
tion; he is dramatizing or bringing to life an argument precisely through a 
form of writing that is humorous. Now, of course, Deleuze is informed and
his argument has a rational form to it. Clearly, he draws on Diogenes the 
Cynic (and indeed elsewhere on the Stoics and elements of Buddhism)
to develop a concept of humour that critically descends on the Platonic 
form of the philosophical question (‘what is “X”?’). But this is only one
dimension as his sentences also carry with them a potential emotional 
connection and resonance (for example, the teacher who learns to learn
from her/his clever and humorous students) and, even, puzzlement and 
confusion. For Deleuze’s Logic of Sense (as anyone who has ever picked
up the book will readily testify) often puzzles and confuses. But this 
experience of puzzlement and confusion can be productive. Let us con-
sider again the last two sentences of the passage. In the penultimate sen-
tence Deleuze says that; ‘to the person who asks “what is philosophy?”
Diogenes responds by carrying about a cod on the end of a string’. Now, 
what, on earth, are we supposed to do with this information? Why a 
cod? Is it a cod? Deleuze continues and concludes in the final sentence:
‘The fish is indeed the most oral of animals; it poses the problem of 
muteness, of consumability, and of the consonant in the wet/palatal-
ized elements – in short, the problem of language’.

The productive aspect of the potential confusion caused by Deleuze’s 
final sentence here is not to be found in some declarative or proposi-
tional resolution (for instance, ‘Deleuze’s reference to the cod means
X!’), but in the series of concepts we are forced to think about in relation
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to the body or object of our confusion – namely the ‘cod’ (that is, ‘oral-
ity’, ‘consumption’, ‘muteness’ and so on) – and a sustained reading
of Logic of Sense would show where these concepts are taken up in a 
variety of ways, helping Deleuze make some sense of what he calls the
‘problem of language’. So we might be moved, in our confusion, to look 
at Deleuze’s arguments in the twenty-seventh series on ‘orality’, or to
connect the concept of ‘orality’ to ‘consumption’, as Deleuze does, for 
instance, in his discussion of Louis Wolfson in the thirteenth series
(Deleuze, 1990, 186 & 84–85). What is important in this context is the 
creation of a felt sense in the reader that we must survey, connect up,
and give some consistency to a series of related concepts; that, more
generally put, we are moved, through humour, puzzlement, confusion,
to engage with concepts.

From humour to slogans

But there is confusion and there is confusion. There is the confusion 
that provokes and moves us to try to think and there is the confusion 
that feeds off wilful obstinacy and a determination to be unimpressed:
the confusion of the sceptic. There is no doubt that Deleuze’s Logic of 
Sense is a text that we could read with obstinacy, with scepticism, with 
a determination to be unimpressed. But this is an unproductive read-
ing, a humourless reading. In Kafka, Deleuze and Guattari insist on 
the importance of reading Kafka with a sense of humour and with a 
critical sensitivity to how his humour is fundamental to his politics;
that is, how his humour operates in the creation of certain political con-
cepts. As Deleuze and Guattari say: ‘only two principles are necessary
to accord with Kafka. He is an author who laughs with a profound joy, 
a joie de vivre, in spite of, or because of, his own clownish declarations 
that he offers like a trap or a circus. And from one end to the other, he 
is a political author’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1986, 41). The compliment 
that Deleuze and Guattari pay to Kafka can also be paid to Deleuze and
Guattari themselves. For like Kafka, they are authors who use humour
in the creation of their political concepts. A good example of this is
the concept of the slogan that they develop in the fourth plateau of A 
Thousand Plateaus, ‘the postulates of linguistics’ (Deleuze and Guattari,
1988, 75–110).

Now, rather than try to engage directly with the concept of the
‘slogan’ at this point, it is perhaps better to introduce it more slowly,
indirectly and by way of a source that might seem rather odd in the 
first instance. The following passage is taken from a conversation or
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interview Deleuze had with Christian Deschamps, Didier Eribon and
Robert Maggiori around the time of the publication of A Thousand 
Plateaus. At one point, Maggiori tentatively suggests to Deleuze that his
and Guattari’s reflections on language and linguistics in A Thousand 
Plateaus seem to have a conceptual or philosophical prominence com-
parable to that of their treatment of psychoanalysis in Anti-Oedipus.
Consider Deleuze’s response:

I don’t think that linguistics is fundamental. Maybe Felix, if he were 
here, would disagree. But then Felix has traced a development that
points towards a transformation of linguistics: initially it was phono-
logical, then it was semantic and syntactic, but it’s turning more and 
more into pragmatics. Pragmatics (dealing with the circumstances of 
language-use, with events and acts) was long considered the “rubbish 
dump” of linguistics, but it’s now becoming more and more impor-
tant: language is coming to be seen as an activity, so the abstract units
and constants of language-use are becoming less and less important. 
It’s a good thing, this current direction of research, precisely because
it makes possible convergences and collaborations between novel-
ists, linguists, philosophers, “vocalists”...  (“vocalists” are what I call 
anyone doing research into sound or the voice in fields as varied as
theatre, song, cinema, audio-visual media  ...). The potential here is
enormous ... I don’t think we, for our part, are particularly competent 
to pronounce on linguistics. But then competence is itself a rather
unclear notion in linguistics ... . (Deleuze, 1995, 28–9)

This is a fascinating passage of talk (and that it is talk is significant, as 
we shall see in a moment) and there is much to detain us here. Deleuze
begins the passage by saying ‘I don’t think that linguistics is funda-
mental’ and ends it declaring that he and Guattari are not ‘particularly 
competent to pronounce on linguistics’. Again, there is a particular 
Deleuzean sense of humour in evidence here. And this humour is very 
much connected to the idea of talk, of speech-action, of performing 
something in the act of saying something. It makes very little sense
to simply read Deleuze’s remarks in terms of their designative func-
tion (‘linguistics is not fundamental!’; ‘Guattari and I are not compe-
tent to pronounce on linguistics’). Rather it is more productive to read
Deleuze’s remarks for their dramatic and humorous effects, as ‘smiling 
provocations’ (Williams, 2008, 21). So why might we smile, and why 
might we be provoked by Deleuze’s words in this context? We may form 
a wry smile because a familiarity with Deleuze and Guattari’s work on 
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linguistics in A Thousand Plateaus immediately suggests that Deleuze’s
declaration of ignorance is itself a humorous provocation. Immediately, 
we are provoked to read this fragment of talk against the backcloth of 
some of the key claims they make in the fourth plateau. Let us try to 
unpack this in more detail.

When Deleuze says ‘I don’t think that linguistics is fundamental’, he
is not making a particular value judgement about the importance of the 
study of language, but a broader political point about how the discipli-
nary borders of linguistics are policed. These disciplinary boundaries
are precisely the ‘postulates of linguistics’ that Deleuze and Guattari
seek to challenge in plateau four (See Lecercle, 2006; 2002; 1999a). 
This can explain why Deleuze immediately qualifies his first sentence 
with the suggestion that ‘Maybe Felix, if he were here, would disagree’, 
pointing generously to Guattari’s influence and work in the field and
in their developing conception of ‘pragmatics’ (Lecercle, 2002, 51). For 
the concept of ‘pragmatics’, as Deleuze says, should not be seen as the 
‘rubbish dump’ of linguistics, but rather as fundamentally important
to all aspects of language study. Indeed, Deleuze and Guattari insist 
in plateau four that the student of language should (indeed needs) to
practice a form of pragmatics, where ‘pragmatics’ traces the internal 
or intrinsic relations between speech and action: for example, when a
promise of love is at once the action of making a promise (Deleuze and
Guattari, 1988, 77). Or, put more strongly still, Deleuze and Guattari 
rather provocatively assert that pragmatics is fundamental not only to 
the study of language-use in speech action, but is crucial for under-
standing the other branches or fields of what is sometimes called ‘lin-
guistic science’: for instance, semantics, syntactics, phonematics and so
on. In this respect, pragmatics, for Deleuze and Guattari, ‘becomes the 
presupposition behind all other dimensions and insinuates itself into 
everything’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 77).

This brings us back again neatly to Deleuze’s remarks about compe-
tence, how the concept of ‘competence’ functions in linguistics. There 
is no doubt that he has Chomsky, and the various research programmes 
influenced by Chomskyian linguistics, in mind. For declaring his and
Guattari’s lack of competence in linguistics is a humorous provocation
as soon as we realize that it is a well-thought out implication of the 
pragmatic turn that Deleuze and Guattari think is necessary for the
student of language. The final sentence in the passage above is the obvi-
ous clincher, should we be in any doubt about the penultimate one. 
To repeat: ‘I don’t think we, for our part, are particularly competent to 
pronounce on linguistics. But then competence is itself a rather unclear
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notion in linguistics’. The reason that competence is a ‘rather unclear
notion’ is precisely because it functions as part of a dualism that is end-
lessly complicated by the variations that are set in motion by speech 
action. As is well known, Chomsky draws an important distinction
between competence and what he calls performance. Where ‘perform-
ance’ may be thought of as the extrinsic, individual and context-specific
use of pre-given deep syntactic structure or language system, ‘compe-
tence’ is best seen more as an ‘innate’ faculty the language-user has for
creatively generating new forms of syntax in accordance with this deep
or pre-given systematicity or structure. Against Chomsky, Deleuze and 
Guattari argue that it is impossible to maintain a distinction between
competence and performance as the systematicity or constancy of the
former (as reflective of a deep syntactic structure) can no longer be 
assumed independently of the latter. Put simply, speech action should 
not be seen as the extrinsic, individual or context-specific use of the
resources always-already available in a deep syntactic structure, but 
syntax itself needs to be accounted for by the way it is actualized and 
continually renewed in and through speech action. The ‘meaning and
syntax of language can no longer be defined independently of the 
speech acts they presuppose’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 77).

Speech action sets language in motion, a ‘continuous variation’, that
renders problematic what Deleuze describes in passing in the passage
above as ‘abstract units and constants of language-use’ (read: constants 
like Chomsky’s ‘competence’ or, say, Saussure’s notion of ‘langue’ as a
structure or system independent of ‘parole’). The stress on constancy or
pre-given structures in language, for Deleuze, is ‘becoming less and less 
important’ the more and more ‘pragmatics’ inspires us to view language 
as an open system of continual variation and, in this respect, it can 
converge with research work undertaken by ‘vocalists’ in other fields
of enquiry; that is ‘anyone doing research into sound or the voice in
fields as varied as theatre, song, cinema, audio-visual media ...’. For us,
this is an extremely suggestive remark as it reinforces the importance 
of the performative aspect of language-use, giving readers a license to
think of Deleuze and Guattari’s language-use as a dramatizing, vary-
ing, modulating, vocalism. Deleuze and Guattari can indeed be viewed 
as vocalists, or their writing can be thought to imply a vocalism, where
‘vocalism’ connects to the idea that the variations, modulations and 
movements in language issue from the medium itself, and not just sim-
ply from the extrinsic or particular context of their enunciation. In this 
way, Deleuze and Guattari offer a form of ‘pragmatics’ that is rather 
interesting and provocative. It is a pragmatics that insists, inevitably, 
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on the importance of performance in language, or the use of language 
in speech action, while simultaneously retaining the idea that language 
is characterized by a kind of intrinsic or immanent movement that
issues from the medium itself. In this sense, we can begin to refer to
Deleuze and Guattari’s pragmatics in A Thousand Plateaus as a modernist 
pragmatics.

Of course, such labels mean precisely nothing unless and until we
begin to put them to work. At one point in plateau four, Deleuze and
Guattari pose the question of how to conceptualize the immanent and
continuous variation of language quite directly, and their answer is 
worth considering at length. Let us lay out the quote first:

How can we conceptualize this continuous variation at work within
a language ... ? In the course of a single day, an individual repeatedly 
passes from language to language. He successively speaks as “father
to son” and as a boss; to his lover, he speaks an infantilized language;
while sleeping he is plunged into an oniric discourse, then abruptly 
returns to a professional language when the telephone rings. It will
be objected that these variations are extrinsic, that it is still the same
language. But that is to prejudge the question. First, it is not certain
that the phonology is the same, nor the syntax, nor the semantics. 
Second, the whole question is whether this supposedly identical lan-
guage is defined by invariants or ... by the line of continuous vari-
ation running through it ... . Take as an example “I swear!” It is a 
different statement depending on whether it is said by a child to
her father, by a man in love to his loved one, or a witness before the 
court ... . Once again, there is no reason to say that the variables are
merely situational, and that the statement remains constant in prin-
ciple. Not only are there as many statements as there are effectua-
tions, but all of the statements are present in the effectuation of one 
among them, so that the line of variation is virtual ... . To place the 
statement in continual variation is to send it through all prosodic, 
semantic, syntactical and phonological variables that can affect it ... . 
This is the standpoint of pragmatics, but a pragmatics internal to 
language, immanent, including variations of linguistic elements of 
all kinds. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 94)

As we can see, the key claim being made concerning the continual and 
immanent variability of language is glossed by Deleuze and Guattari
with reference to a couple of examples or, better still, imagined sce-
narios. First, we have an individual going about his daily business,
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engaging in various forms of speech action (as a father, boss, lover and 
dreamer ...). Second, we have a particular statement (“I swear!”) opera-
tionalized across a variety of situations (father–daughter, lover–loved 
one, witness–court ...). In both cases, Deleuze and Guattari insist that
the variations running through these forms of language-use are poorly 
understood if we simply reduce them to the situation or actual context
of operation. The statement, speech action, or language as such, has two
coexisting sides: an actual side and a virtual side (and we can start to 
see how the two-fold ontology of the virtual and actual from Deleuze’s 
Difference and Repetition, discussed in chapter three, subsequently gets
operationalized or re-engineered in Deleuze and Guattari’s later col-
laborative work). Thinking the ‘actual’ in relation to language, we can 
say it connects to the particular situational or contextual moment of its
operation, while the virtual we can think of as a potential ‘continuum 
or medium’ of language as such; that is, a potential for variation that is,
in principle, ‘without beginning or end’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988,
94). So we are beginning to bring into view a problem that is peculiar to 
Deleuze and Guattari’s pragmatics. The key question, then, is this: how
can we account for the two-sided nature of language, for its perform-
ance or use in actual situations and contexts, but also the virtual line of 
continuous variation that runs through it?

Posing the problem in this way allows us, finally, to focus explicitly 
on Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the slogan. Or, better still, it is 
through an engagement with the concept of the slogan that we can 
make fuller sense of their claim about the two-sided nature of language.
How so? We will use the rest of the chapter to work through an example
that will, hopefully, do the necessary work for us. Although there are
many slogans that one could lift from Deleuze and Guattari’s remarks
in plateau four, and indeed from elsewhere in their writings, we have
our own example in mind. The slogan is: Belfast is a post-conflict city!

Belfast is a post-conflict city!

The importance of slogans or, what can also be called, ‘order-words’ are
emphasized time and again by Deleuze and Guattari in plateau four of 
A Thousand Plateaus. Put simply, they argue that any critical-political 
analysis of language must proceed on the basis that language operates
through the issuing of slogans or order-words. That is to say, the func-
tioning of order-words or slogans is ‘co-extensive’ with the operation of 
language as such. Unsurprisingly, Deleuze and Guattari make this argu-
ment in a typically formalist, humorous and dramatic fashion; that is,
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initially framing it by way of a slogan. They say, or sloganize as follows; 
‘Language is made not to be believed but to be obeyed, and to compel
obedience’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 76). How, then, do slogans do
their work? How do they order things, compel obedience?

The slogan that ‘Belfast is a post-conflict city!’ does important work 
in the particular social formation to which it is attributed by operating 
as a promise. That is to say, the idea of Belfast as a ‘post-conflict’ city is
constituted in and through the promise that we are seeing in Northern
Ireland the emergence of a public sphere or an experience of public 
life that is no longer primarily shaped by the antagonisms generated
by politically motivated violence; a promise of ‘peace’ and ‘prosperity’ 
(these have become the two key signifiers). It is worth pointing out that 
this slogan has come in a number of social-cultural forms or genres; it
has a multi-media grammar. The image of Belfast as a post-conflict city
has, since the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, been operative in com-
mercial discourses relating to property development and urban regen-
eration, in local news media, television drama, film, architecture and 
so on (See McLaughlin and Baker, 2010; Dewesbury and Porter 2010).
In order to best understand the political or ordering function that this 
image of the city performs, it is necessary to think in normative terms;
that is, to see the slogan as gesturing in the direction of an ideal towards 
which the city must move, rather than as a description of an actually 
existing formation. It is certainly not the case that Belfast is a city com-
pletely at peace with itself, that sectarian antagonism is a thing of the 
past. Indeed, it is clear that many of the citizens of Belfast live in a city 
still deeply divided and segregated on ethno-political or sectarian lines
(Shirlow and Murtagh 2006).

If the slogan that Belfast is a post-conflict city tends toward a norma-
tive ideal, it does not necessarily follow that its ordering function is of 
limited significance. The slogan does not simply operate on the basis of 
facts, or in accordance with a logic of the true, but, rather, on the basis 
of its appropriateness or, as Althusser might have said, its ‘correctness’ in 
its adjustment to the ‘conjuncture’ (Althusser, 1997). From a Deleuze–
Guattarian perspective, we can understand the critical purchase that
any given slogan may have in the social-political formation through 
its operation in, what they call, ‘collective assemblages of enunciation’.
For Deleuze and Guattari, statements, slogans, language-use in actual
social-political situations, implies collective assemblages. As they say: 
‘the statement is individuated, and the enunciation subjectified, only 
to the extent that an impersonal collective assemblage requires it and
determines it to be so’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 80). We can think 
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of the collective assemblages in a number of ways; for example, as cli-
chés, an easy-to-hand reserve of ready-made expressions and thoughts
that we may want to quickly draw on in regulating, patterning or order-
ing our world. Think about the clichés that we constantly fall back on 
to regulate social situations and pattern social interaction (for instance, 
the clichés that we repeat as parents to our children, the clichés of the
teacher, the clichéd response of the bored student, the clichés that per-
meate our everyday talk with acquaintances, friends, colleagues and so
on). Clichés belong to no one, properly speaking, and are impersonal in
that sense. They issue from no one and operate on the basis of ‘hearsay’
or as a ‘free indirect discourse’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 80).

The slogan that Belfast is a post-conflict city has become something
of a cliché in the Deleuze–Guattarian sense, implying, as it does, a col-
lective assemblage that has implicated itself in the social formation as
a series of regulated and patterned actions; as prior orderings or ‘order-
words’, if you like. What are these regulated and patterned actions,
these orderings? Well, one of the most crucial points to note here is that 
the normative promise of the post-conflict city permits, indeed impera-
tively commands, us to think the political in Belfast, and in Northern
Ireland more generally, in a particular way. That is to say, the prom-
ise of ‘peace’ and ‘prosperity’ lends itself to a more technocratic and
supposedly post-ideological (read: post-sectarian) politics concerned
with ‘normalization’ and ‘development’. Had we a taste for rather inel-
egant phrasing, we could call this a moralizing politics of economic-socio-
political development. What we are suggesting with this phrasing is that
economic, social and political development has come together to form 
a normatively articulated conjunction in ‘post-conflict’ Belfast, a new 
moral economy in which it becomes ‘appropriate’ or ‘correct’ to view 
those agents capable of delivering such ‘development’ (for example, 
multi-national companies investing locally, or indeed local property 
developers and assorted entrepreneurs doing so) as ‘moral’ actors as 
such (see Dewesbury and Porter, 2010; Porter, 2009).

The imperative to see Belfast as a post-conflict city implies that we
view economic and social development as imperative, which implies
that the support of agents capable of delivering such development is
imperative, which implies that their actions in the developing economy 
are seen as good, which implies, of course, that critical scrutiny of their 
actions becomes difficult to sustain in a social formation where the
moral compass is set in accordance with a form of technocratic ration-
ality summed up by the oft-repeated imperative or infinitive verb – ‘to 
develop’, ‘to develop’, ‘to develop’. What we mean by saying all this, 
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of course, is that the imperatives or orders at play in the slogan that
Belfast is a post-conflict city operate implicitly within it and connect to
social formation in an immediate way. And all of these implicit orders
or imperatives make up the collective assemblage in and through which 
the slogan begins to make sense and take on social-political significance. 
So just because a slogan is not explicitly marked by an imperative or 
order, this should not detract us from the militarism of its operation. As 
Deleuze and Guattari put it, the orders or imperatives that flow through 
language ‘do not flow from primary significations or result from infor-
mation: an order always and already concerns prior orders ...’(Deleuze 
and Guattari, 1988, 75).

Slogans are handed down to us, they order things, compel obedi-
ence, shaping our mode of subjectivity accordingly. For example, in the 
new Belfast of ‘peace’ and ‘prosperity’ a domesticated and consumptive 
mode of subjectivity has become incredibly important to the ‘develop-
ment’ and ‘normalization’ of the city (McLaughlin and Baker, 2010). In
other words, there has been an arrangement of various economic and 
cultural technologies that have acted on subjects, shifting focus away 
from what we could call ‘politicized subjects’ (read; ‘sectarian subjects’)
to ‘consumer-subjects’ or, to steal Paul Langley’s term, ‘investor-subjects’
who are concerned to understand themselves, and evaluate their own
behaviour, on the basis of risk and reward in a social formation increas-
ingly shaped by logics of financialization (Langley, 2007).

Clearly, we can view all of these developments from the point of view
of the ‘actual’; that is, in terms of the operation of the slogan in the 
specific context of its enunciation. But: what about the ‘virtual’ side
of the slogan or language? Here things get a bit more complicated, per-
haps even counter-intuitive. For not only can order-words or slogans get
actualized in and through social formations or collective assemblages, 
they can also effect what Deleuze and Guattari call the ‘incorporeal 
transformations current in a given society and attributed to the bodies
of that society’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 80). We can think of these 
‘incorporeal transformations’ very much in connection to the virtual
‘continuum or medium’ of language as such. Deleuze and Guattari offer
the following examples of ‘incorporeal transformations’:

Peace and war are states or interminglings of very different kinds of 
bodies, but the declaration of a general mobilization expresses an
instantaneous and incorporeal transformation of bodies.... Love is
an intermingling of bodies that can be represented by a heart with 
an arrow through it ... but the declaration “I love you” expresses 
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a noncorporeal attribute of bodies.... Eating bread and drinking
wine are interminglings of bodies; communing with Christ is also
an intermingling of bodies.... But the transformation of the body of 
the bread and the wine into the body and the blood of Christ is the 
pure expressed of a statement attributed to the bodies. In an airplane 
hijacking, the threat of a hijacker brandishing a revolver is obviously 
an action.... But the transformation of the passengers into hostages, 
and of the plane-body into a prison-body, is an instantaneous incor-
poreal transformation, a “mass media act”... . (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1988, 81)

So we can see from the examples given by Deleuze and Guattari that
language implies an ontological mixture of bodies (the mobilized
army, the bread and wine, the lovers, the airplane passengers) but also
‘incorporeal attributes’, the ‘pure expressed of the statement’ (‘We are 
now at war!’; ‘This is the body of Christ!’; ‘I love you!’; ‘This is a hijack-
ing!’). The potential that language has to effect these transformations, 
while clearly actualized in bodies, is a virtual one, something intrin-
sic or immanent to language as a medium as such (witness Deleuze
and Guattari’s remarks at the end of the passage about ‘mass media
acts’). One of the ways to think about this virtual side of language is go
back to arguments first developed by Deleuze in Logic of Sense. Indeed,
seasoned readers of Deleuze will recognize the influence of Stoic logic
in the above passage. In Logic of Sense, Deleuze famously develops the 
idea of a kind of incorporeal vapour that, while produced in the actual
rough and tumble of bodily mixtures, at once rises above them. As is 
well known, Deleuze connects this notion of the incorporeal to the 
concept of the event, a notion that implicitly plays through the above 
passage and which continues to get worked on by Deleuze and Guattari 
right through to What is Philosophy?

So how can we make sense of this concept of the event? There is much 
that could be said here (and we will provide a more extensive discussion 
of the notion of the event in chapter six); but, for the moment, let us 
begin to dramatize the concept by coming back to our example or slogan; 
namely, Belfast is a post-conflict city! Thinking back to the collective 
assemblage or the series of orders or imperatives at play in the slogan, 
we suggested that they implied a technocratic rationality best summed
by the imperative and infinitive verb: ‘to develop’. Those familiar with 
Deleuze’s Logic of Sense will already recognize in this proposition the 
potential to view it accordance with the logic of the event and virtual
sense. Put simply, Deleuze argues that events and virtual sense are, in
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principle, expressible in language as infinitive verbs like ‘to develop’ or, 
to use his examples, ‘to grow’, ‘to diminish’, ‘to cut’ ‘to be cut’ (Deleuze, 
1990, 4–6 & 184–5). Those readers unfamiliar with Deleuze’s Logic of 
Sense may, on the contrary, find what we are saying here utterly baf-
fling and confusing. Please stick with us, read us, and Deleuze, in good
humour as we begin to try to make sense of this claim. Perhaps the 
most helpful thing to say at this juncture is that infinitive verbs like ‘to
develop’ are, in Deleuze’s hands, paradoxical (this can explain the baf-
flement and confusion, at least initially) to the extent that they follow 
a logic of ‘pure becoming’ which ‘divides itself infinitely in past and 
future and always eludes the present’ (Deleuze, 1990, 5).

So, thinking about the imperative or infinitive verb ‘to develop’ in
the context of the post-conflict city becomes complicated by the sense 
that it is an imperative that operates within, while simultaneously 
eluding, the living present. Yes, of course, the imperative ‘to develop’
(the normative idea that economic and social development of a certain
kind is a moral good) lives in the present conjuncture and implies the 
mixture and movement of bodies (the property developer and multi-
national investor becoming moral agents of progress, citizens becom-
ing ‘investor-subjects’ and so on ...) but it also, paradoxically, eludes the
present as it has both a past and future sense, a virtual sense. One of 
the reasons that an infinitive like ‘to develop’ has a virtual sense is 
because of its virtual potential to enter into relations with other infini-
tives that can give it a value or significance that is, in principle, open
to an infinitely continual variation. For instance, if we say that the 
slogan or imperative ‘to develop’ in the post-agreement Belfast of the 
late 1990s becomes significant – that is, politically or ideologically sig-
nificant – precisely because it connects to another infinitive such as 
‘to depoliticize’ (say, to view property development, inward investment 
by multi-nationals and the financialization of everyday modes of con-
sumer/investor subjectivity as necessary progress and, consequently, as 
beyond any rational political critique), then there is nothing to prevent
this relation from changing its significance, or being experienced as a
changing relation at another time. Two quick examples will suffice for
illustrative purposes.

First, we may look to the Belfast of the 1970s and 1980s, viewing the
relation between infinitive verbs such as ‘to develop’ and ‘to depoliti-
cize’ in a different way, or as expressing a significance at variance with 
the Belfast of the late 1990s and early twenty-first century. If one con-
siders, for example, the logics of urban development in the Belfast of 
the 1970s and 1980s important differences in emphasis are detectable;
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a different drama is being played out. In the 1970s and 1980s there was 
less emphasis and significance placed on using the built environment
of the city to project confidence about future ‘peace’ and ‘prosperity’ (a
tactic more consistently employed in the late 1990s or post-agreement
period). Indeed, often the strategy was one of containment and con-
flict management, of using the developing built environment (say, for 
example, the building of motorways) to empty, smooth out or depo-
liticize public spaces that may otherwise have functioned as sites of 
conflict (Dewesbury and Porter, 2010). Understood in this way, the rela-
tion between the infinitives ‘to develop’ and ‘to depoliticize’ takes on 
another sense and significance, which, as we said, is less to do with 
projecting a new-found confidence in the city and more to do with a
desire to police or order public space. Second, we may speculate about
a present-becoming-future Belfast in which its citizens begin to negoti-
ate critically the relation between the infinitives ‘to develop’ and ‘to
depoliticize’, seeing their relation not simply as a sign of unproblematic 
moral progress toward a supposedly post-ideological or post-sectarian
era; but, rather, as evidence to suggest an erosion of active citizenship, 
or a real lack of much-needed political scrutiny and critique of those 
supposedly ‘moral’ agents (multi-nationals, property developers and so 
on) who have so dramatically developed and reshaped their city. Here
the relation between the infinitives ‘to develop’ and ‘to depoliticize’ 
again varies in sense and significance, becoming part of a political 
negotiation and critique of the present logic of ‘development’ and ‘nor-
malization’ as such.

As we have shown throughout the chapter, Deleuze and Guattari 
can be viewed as dramatists working in the medium of language, as
writers who dramatize by performing or using language in particular 
ways. Whether it is through the use of humour or through the issuing
of slogans, Deleuze and Guattari provoke us to see language as a key 
medium through which to determine and bring to life concepts. From 
the point of view of their political theory, Deleuze and Guattari’s work 
on language, their pragmatics, is important in getting to grips with how 
they, as political philosophers, dramatize and constitute political con-
cepts. And, as we suggested earlier, it is also significant in creating a 
real felt sense that their method of dramatization can be put to work,
made to work, by political theorists concerned to critically negotiate
actually existing social-political formations. Such, then, is the impor-
tance of their pragmatics of the slogan. For the notion of the slogan is 
not just a key concept in Deleuze and Guattari’s political philosophy 
or lexicon, it is also an extremely useful tool for political theorists like
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us who are concerned to negotiate critically a social-political forma-
tion such as contemporary Belfast. We offer this example here not to
claim any particular privilege for Belfast as a site for political analy-
sis, or to suggest that this social-political formation is somehow more
amenable to a Deleuze–Guattarian pragmatics than others. Rather, we 
offer our thoughts on Belfast as but one potential dramatization among 
many others and to underscore the broader methodological point about
the method of dramatization as such; namely, that we come to know, 
access, or simply feel the resonance and significance of political con-
cepts like the ‘slogan’ by playing them out, dramatizing them. In the
previous chapter, when speaking of Deleuze’s two-fold ontology of the 
virtual and actual, we resorted to the following slogan: make an event 
of thought. Our hope would be that, cast in light of our discussions in
this chapter, such a slogan now carries with it some further resonance,
efficacy, even provocation.

Before concluding, or by way of conclusion, it is important to come
back to the problem we anticipated in our introductory sketch to this 
chapter (and indeed to this second part of the book), and which we 
have begun to unfold above. We are, of course, referring to our claim
that Deleuze and Guattari’s pragmatics is of a particular type; earlier we
called it a modernist pragmatics. By this we meant that they offer a prag-
matics that insists, inevitably, on the importance of performance or use 
of language in speech action, while simultaneously retaining the idea 
that language is characterized by a kind of intrinsic or immanent move-
ment that issues from the medium itself. Now, we tried to account for
this two-sided nature of language through a discussion of the concept of 
the slogan: how it implies a collective assemblage in and through which 
it is actualized, while nonetheless retaining an incorporeal/evental/vir-
tual sense that is, in principle, open to an infinitely continual variation. 
But a problem emerges here concerning a potential charge of linguistic
idealism. That is to say, all this talk about ‘incorporeal transformations’, 
the ‘virtual’ or ‘event’ can easily leave the impression that language 
is idealistically abstracted from the material, political, conditions that
make its operation possible.

Of course, Deleuze and Guattari want to counter this impression by 
emphasizing how the ‘incorporeal transformations’ effected by slogans
have their material, political, conditions in the collective assemblages in 
and through which they assume sense and significance. But, how, then,
does their view differ from a more recognizable pragmatics that simply 
insists on an understanding of the political context or circumstances
of enunciation? How can we insist, as Deleuze and Guattari do, on the 
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capacity or autonomy of language to intervene and directly shape the 
social-political world, while, at the same time, seemingly explaining 
incorporeal transformations against the backcloth of collective assem-
blages? Are collective assemblages just another fancy name for what 
pragmatists call context or circumstances? At one point in plateau four, 
Deleuze and Guattari wonder about this and pose the question directly;
‘when we use a word as vague as “intervene”...  are we not still prey to 
a kind of idealism in which the slogan instantaneously falls from the 
sky?’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 81).

Now, this problem, this modernist problem, as we want to call it,
may well arise, as we have seen, in the context of putting the method 
of dramatization to work in relation to language. But it is a problem 
that plays itself out in various ways across Deleuze’s and Deleuze and 
Guattari’s work. For example, Deleuze and Guattari’s own concern 
expressed in the quote above, that it may be idealistic or problematic to 
insist on the capacity or autonomy of a cultural form like language to
‘intervene’ in and directly shape the social-political world, is one that
can be more broadly related to the other cultural or aesthetic forms they 
engage with, as well as their more general reflections on the art-work. In 
other words, there is a problem, or a series of problems, that come with
investing in the idea that cultural or aesthetic forms have autonomy. 
We shall see in the next chapter how such problems (the problems of 
modernism, of the aesthetic autonomy of particular forms or media, 
of their potentially idealistic abstraction from material-political con-
ditions and so on) get restaged in the context of Deleuze’s particular 
engagement with cinema.
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This chapter picks up on one of the developing themes of chapter four; 
namely, the problem of Deleuze and Guattari’s modernism. We will ini-
tially approach this through a discussion of Deleuze’s cinema books
and some of the critical literature on Cinema 1 and Cinema 2 (Deleuze,
1992; 1989). This might seem an odd way of doing things because it
may be thought of as moving us more in the direction of secondary 
commentary, not to mention potentially editing Guattari out of the pic-
ture altogether. But it will prove useful to think about Deleuze’s cinema
books against the backcloth of some secondary literature (particularly 
the more caustic and antagonistic commentaries of Jacques Rancière
and, to a lesser extent, Alain Badiou) for three important, and related,
reasons.

First, the problem of Deleuze’s modernism, as expressed in his cinema
books, is posed by critics like Rancière and Badiou with great clarity
and this will help us bring into much sharper focus some of the prob-
lems that follow from raising the issue of modernism in the previous
chapter (for example, we will think much more explicitly here about 
the problem of aesthetic autonomy). Second, the modernist problem
that Rancière and Badiou identify in Deleuze’s cinema books (essen-
tially, the idea that Deleuze philosophically circumscribes cinema in
advance by insisting that it conforms to ready-made concepts that are 
simply downloaded onto cinematic texts in ways that betray or neu-
tralize any specificity or aesthetic autonomy) has a general import and
significance to the extent that it puts a clear question-mark against
Deleuze and Guattari’s more general reflections on the nature of the 
art-work in What is Philosophy? Third, and most significantly for us, 
posing the modernist problem in a Rancièrian or Badiouian manner 
has direct implications for the method of dramatization as we want to
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develop it. For, if the method of  dramatization is, as we have argued,
motivated by the prospect of bringing concepts to life and it turns out
that Deleuze’s and Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts function merely to
philosophically circumscribe in advance the aesthetic forms through 
which dramatization happens (cinema, language, architecture, paint-
ing and so on), then the method assumes a rather curious and abstract 
form. Although we will not be in a position to tease out the full implica-
tions of the second and third points in this chapter (a discussion that 
we will undertake in the next chapter), it is nonetheless necessary for
us to be clear about the stakes involved in what might otherwise seem
to be a treatment of the cinema books that is disconnected from the 
theme of dramatization.

So the focus in this chapter will be, in large part, on critically evaluat-
ing the modernist problem that is posed by Deleuze’s work on cinema. 
That said, we will, towards the end of the chapter, put to work Deleuze’s 
cinema books and Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus in giving a brief 
reading of Paul Thomas Anderson’s 1997 film Boogie Nights, a reading
that will necessarily point us to chapter six and our encounter with 
Deleuze and Guattari’s general aesthetics as they develop it in What is
Philosophy?

The modernist problem

Jacques Rancière’s Film Fables is the most obvious place to look when
considering his critique of Deleuze’s cinematic modernism (Rancière,
2006). The broad claim developed in Film Fables can be summed up thus: 
Deleuze’s cinema books offer an aesthetically modernist meta-language 
and meta-narrative that is, at times, simply downloaded onto the narra-
tive and plot of cinematic texts in a way that belies Deleuze’s own taste 
for formalist or taxonomic analysis. Rancière asks us to consider, for
example, Deleuze’s discussion of Hitchcock’s work at the end of Cinema 1.
In this text, Deleuze presents Hitchcock’s cinema as the throwing into 
crisis of the ‘classical’ cinema of the ‘movement-image’, a ‘crisis’ or ‘rup-
ture’ that paves the way for the emergence of the ‘modern’ cinema of 
the ‘time-image’ (Deleuze, 1992, 205). Hitchcock’s films loosen what
Deleuze calls the ‘sensory-motor link or schema’. That is to say, the
links between action and reaction in plot or narrative, between situa-
tion and action, start to crack and we begin to glimpse the immersion
or immobilization of characters in pure sound and optical situations.
For example, ‘the hero of Rear Window’, says Deleuze, ‘is reduced as it’
were to a pure optical situation’ (Deleuze, 1992, 205). Rancière suggests 
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that this rather formal and general analysis of the crisis and rupture of 
the movement-image and the emergence of a supposedly non-narrative
modern time-image seems ‘a bit strange’ precisely because it is devel-
oped by drawing on aspects of plot or features of the narrative situa-
tion. ‘It is hard to see’, Rancière suggests, ‘in what ways the characters’ 
motor or psychomotor problems hinder the linear arrangement of the 
images’ (Rancière, 2006, 115). For instance, when we recall the open-
ing shots in Rear Window of L.B. Jeffries’ apartment (shots which reveal 
the immobilized photo-journalist), the shots come to us in a linear 
and narrative fashion. The formal apparatus or structure of Hitchcock’s
cinema (the sequencing of shots) is not, Rancière points out, immobi-
lized by Jeffries’ broken leg. Or, to take another example, ‘Hitchcock’s 
camera is not paralysed by Scottie’s vertigo’ (Rancière, 2006, 115). So, 
if the logic or apparatus of the movement-image is not at all immo-
bilized or paralysed by the fictional characters or narrative situation, 
how then can Deleuze draw on characters and situations in narrative or
classical cinema to argue for the emergence of the modern time-image? 
Rancière gives what we might consider a rather caustic response to this 
question:

The only ... alternative is to consider the paralysis symbolic, to say 
that Deleuze treats fictional situations of paralysis as simple allego-
ries emblematic of the rupture in the ... sensory-motor link. However, 
if Deleuze has to allegorise this rupture by means of emblems taken 
from stories, isn’t it because it cannot be identified as an actual dif-
ference between types of images? Isn’t it because the theoretician of 
the cinema must find a visible incarnation for a purely ideal rupture? 
The movement-image is “in crisis” because the thinker needs it to be. 
(Rancière, 2006, 116)

Rancière suggests that the reason Deleuze needs the movement-image
to be in crisis is because he is committed to a modernist idea that it 
is revolutions or ruptures in the arts that developmentally manifest
their proper essence or autonomy. ‘The novelty of the “modern” is’, says
Rancière, ‘that the essence of the art, though it had always been active 
in the art’s previous manifestations, has now gained its autonomy’ 
(Rancière, 2006, 108). Indeed, in Deleuze’s dramatization of the crisis
in the classical cinema of the movement-image and the emergence of 
the modern cinema of the time-image (where, for example, the loosen-
ing of the sensory-motor-link in Hitchcock is more fully and autono-
mously developed in the modern cinema of the French new wave or 
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Italian neo-realism), Rancière finds a clearly modernist and redemptive 
discourse in which the ‘crisis’ or the ‘rupture’ is but an ‘episode in the 
edifying narrative through which each art proves it own artistry’. In
this way, ‘Deleuze’s division between a movement-image and a time-
image doesn’t escape ... modernist theory’ (Rancière, 2006, 108).

Although quite particular and pointed, Rancière’s critique of Deleuze 
in this context can be thought to have a more general import and sig-
nificance. From the point of view of Deleuze and Guattari’s method 
of dramatization, Rancière raises a troubling problem concerning how 
we are to approach cultural-aesthetic forms generally (cinema), and art-
works in particular (a film like Vertigo or Rear Window). As we saw inw
chapter four, Deleuze and Guattari are keen to emphasize how a partic-
ular cultural form like language needs to be understood in a thoroughly
pragmatic and concrete way, in accordance with its immanent capacity 
for intervening in, and dramatizing, the world through, say, ‘humour’, 
through ‘slogans’, ‘incorporeal transformations’ and so on. But, this
investment in the idea that a cultural or aesthetic form like language 
performs dramatic functions of various sorts may indeed presuppose a 
meta-language (pragmatics) and a meta-narrative (the sub-discipline of 
pragmatics emerges from the ‘rubbish dumps’ of linguistics to become
fundamental not only to the study of language-use in speech action, 
but crucial to a critique of the other branches of linguistic science such
as syntactics, semantics and so on) that remains in a rather curious 
and abstract relation to the moments and experiences of dramatiza-
tion as such. Indeed, the questions that we raised against Deleuze and 
Guattari’s modernist pragmatics in our concluding remarks of chapter
four resonate, in a general way, with Rancière’s critique of Deleuze’s cin-
ema books. In both cases we are left wondering whether a philosophi-
cal meta-narrative and meta-language helps or hinders when it comes 
to understanding what materially happens when we experience how a 
cultural form or an art-work performs its dramatizing function.

Coming back specifically to Deleuze’s writings on cinema, we can 
see that this general concern about philosophical or meta-linguistic 
abstraction even crops up in the work of scholars who are very sympa-
thetic to this body of work. For instance, both David Rodowick and Ian
Buchanan raise the spectre of ‘the popular’ against Deleuze. In Gilles
Deleuze’s Time Machine, Rodowick admits that he find some aspects
of the Deleuze’s cinema books indefensible. Deleuze’s auteurism and
Parisian cinephilism seem to feed into a cultural elitism that renders
the cinema books something of an ‘anachronism’, by which Rodowick 
means that Deleuze remains committed to an Adorno-style modernism
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that is somewhat exhausted (Rodowick, 1997, 211). Writing in the mid
1990s, Rodowick argues: ‘In an era when postmodernism’s critique 
of hierarchies of value predominates, Deleuze’s theory of modernism 
often evokes a perspective where the last avatars of experimentation
and thought in film are defending cinematic art from the onslaught of 
a one-dimensional mass culture’ (Rodowick, 1997, xiv). In a much more
recent collection, Deleuze and the Schizoanalysis of Cinema, Ian Buchanan, 
like Rodowick, clearly sees the connections between Deleuze’s cinematic 
modernism and the modernist aesthetics of Adorno and the Frankfurt 
School (Buchanan, 2008, 6–7). And like Rodowick, Buchanan’s reading 
of Deleuze is very much located ‘after’ the provocation of postmod-
ernism, or at least postmodernism in the form famously presented to
us by Jameson (1991). Consider the following passage where Buchanan 
speaks to Deleuze’s modernist intuition that we should look to what is
exceptional, innovative, thought-provoking, new, singular, or interest-
ing rather than the judging or worrying about the seemingly endless
circulation of dross in cinematic production. Buchanan writes:

Deleuze would probably have no qualms about rejecting the bulk of 
contemporary cinema as cretinizing schlock ... but would no doubt
add that such judgements are of little use ... . So rather than moralize 
about the vacuity of Hollywood, I expect Deleuze would instead have
us continue to sift the dross in search for that rare nugget of innova-
tion. In this sense, Jameson is surely correct to describe Deleuze as 
a modernist, but it is precisely for this reason that we need to reverse
Deleuze and look not at the exceptions to the rule of a generalized
nullity in cinema he identifies, but at the nullity itself – sexploita-
tion films, blaxploitation films, direct to video shockers, sequels ... . 
Nowhere does Deleuze write about Hell Behind Bars, Shaft,t Night of the 
Living Dead, The Birds 2 or even Star Wars (which when he wrote his 
cinema books was the highest grossing film of all time), yet this is
the real Hollywood. (Buchanan, 2008, 10–11)

If Buchanan insists on this reversal of Deleuze’s cinematic modernism
then this is clearly because he believes, with Jameson, that popular
films – that is, the ‘sexploitation films, blaxploitation films, direct to 
video shockers, sequels and prequels, remakes and rip-offs, blockbusters 
and stinkers’ – need to be critically engaged with as they are, as he says,
‘the bread and butter of Hollywood, the stuff on which the industry
sustains itself’ (Buchanan, 2008, 11). The modernist insistence on a cin-
ematic exceptionalism, the implicit injunction to ‘sift through the dross 



98 Dramatizing the Political: Deleuze and Guattari

in search for that rare nugget of innovation’, trades on an aesthetic and 
moral-political binary (good/bad, innovative/clichéd, shocking/tired ...) 
that places the vast majority of films beyond Deleuze’s concern, and
this, for Buchanan, is clearly a problem. If, for example, Hollywood is a 
dominant player in the production and circulation of cinematic images, 
then should we not bring whatever conceptual tools we have to bear
on it? This is obviously Buchanan’s point, and he suggests that those
conceptual tools can be found by turning to Deleuze and Guattari’s
later collaborative works, particularly Anti-Oedipus. Buchanan’s move
here, to work against the worst excesses or more problematic aspects of 
Deleuze’s modernism by supplementing it with Deleuze and Guattari’s
collaborative work, is an interesting and useful one. Indeed, later in 
the chapter, we will consider Deleuze’s comments in Cinema 2 concern-
ing the connection (the ‘conspiracy’ as he rather dramatically puts it)
between cinematic production and money, using Deleuze and Guattari’s 
Anti-Oedipus to help us think through how this connection is made or
cinematically dramatized in Paul Thomas Anderson’s 1997 film Boogie
Nights. For the moment, though, let us shift focus somewhat in order
to directly pose a question that is important to any discussion of cine-
matic modernism: namely, does cinema have the capacity or autonomy
to think or engender thought?

Can cinema think?

The question of whether cinema (or indeed any art-form) can think may 
be usefully posed in terms of a problem concerning its medium-specif-
icity or singular uniqueness. This, in a sense, is the point that Rancière 
makes when he suggests a redemptive narrative in modernism – namely 
that the crisis and ruptures can be followed in such a way as to track 
the increasing purification of the particular form, the emergence of its
singular uniqueness. That is to say, an art-form ‘proves it own artistry’ 
to the extent that it has gained an ‘autonomy’ that was not possible in 
‘the art’s previous manifestations’. We might be tempted to think that
Rancière’s remarks here, directed as they are at Deleuze’s cinema books, 
miss their mark in bringing to mind more the kind of naïve progressiv-
ism found in, say, the art-criticism of Clement Greenberg. Greenberg’s
(1992) famous thesis on ‘modernist painting’, we recall, essays how the
autonomy of the modernist painting is developed to the extent that
the form becomes purified in medium-specific terms. Painting becomes 
entrenched, as Greenberg argues, more firmly in its own area of compe-
tence and no longer remains parasitic on, or derivative of, other forms
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such as theatre or sculpture. Put simply, Greenberg argues that painting 
as a form can think purely in painterly terms; that is, in accordance
with a ‘flat surface’, ‘properties of pigment’, the ‘enclosing shape of the
frame’ and so on (Greenberg, 1992).

It is interesting to note that Deleuze seems to make some Greenberg-
esque noises in the cinema books. For instance, at the beginning the 
seventh chapter of Cinema 2, Deleuze speaks of the promise of cinema 
as an ‘industrial art’ capable of ‘automatic movement’, a movement that
aims to work on thought, providing a shock to thought (a ‘nooshock’ as
he calls it) that, in turn, forces thinking anew. Or as Deleuze explicitly 
puts it in the opening lines of the chapter:

Those who first made and thought about cinema began from a sim-
ple idea: cinema as industrial art achieves self-movement, automatic 
movement, it makes movement the immediate given of the image. 
This kind of movement no longer depends on a moving body or
an object which realizes it ... . It is the image which itself moves in 
itself ... . It could be said that this was already the case with all artis-
tic images; and Eisenstein constantly analyzes the paintings of Da
Vinci and El Greco as if they were cinematographic images.... But
pictorial images are nevertheless immobile in themselves so it is the 
mind which has to “make” movement ... . It is only when movement
becomes automatic that the artistic essence of the image is realized; 
producing a shock to thought, communicating vibrations to the cor-
tex, touching the nervous and cerebral system directly. (Deleuze,
1989, 156)

There is plenty of evidence from the above passage to justify Rancière’s
suggestion that Deleuze is, at least partly, motivated by a Greenberg-
esque progressivism. Although, rather than talking specifically about
the progressive purification of a particular form (however, Rancière 
would claim that this is implicit in the supposed transition from the
movement-image to the time-image), we see Deleuze here presenting 
a narrative in which cinema emerges to offer the promise of an ‘image
which itself moves in itself’. Importantly, though, this promise (latent in
the painterly images of Da Vinci or El Greco, but remaining essentially 
‘immobile’ or in an abstract relation to the ‘mind’ which has to ‘make
movement’ out of these images) can only be made good with a cin-
ema in which ‘movement becomes automatic’ and it is here the ‘artistic 
essence of the image is realized’. The significance of this, of course, is that 
automatic movement in the image works on thought, shocks thought, 
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disrupts thought, and potentially engenders new thought. How? What 
are we to take from Deleuze’s suggestion that images can communi-
cate ‘vibrations to the cortex, touching the nervous and cerebral system 
directly’? Again, we need to consider this in terms of medium specifi-
city: as the promise of what a new, or emerging, technological appa-
ratus or form is capable of producing, and producing in thought. In a 
sense, it would be quite easy here to montage or cross-cut from Deleuze 
to the ‘medium theory’ of, say, Marshall McLuhan and the suggestion 
that ‘man’, ‘consciousness’, ‘thought’ is extended and reshaped across
space and time by media such as cinema (McLuhan, 1964). Cinema 
touches the cortex, or connects to the brain directly, precisely because 
it is operationalized as (or simply is) a technics of sensation, percep-
tion and so on. As a technological apparatus, a technics of sensation 
and perception, cinema thinks, and thinks in its own cinematic terms. 
As spectators of cinema (or visual images/culture more generally) we 
think in relation to this new form of thinking, rethinking our rela-
tion to technological and aesthetic forms as a consequence. The result 
being we think differently or ‘re-mediate’ (we, say, read Jane Austen’s
novels cinematically, or Dickens televisually and so on). Although she 
does not mention medium theory specifically, Claire Colebrook (2006) 
emphasizes the importance of the cinema as technological apparatus
that thinks and provokes thinking in this way. She writes:

[C]inema is a technology that allows us – humans possessed of a 
brain that bears an entire history of thought – to rethink our rela-
tion to technology, recognizing that our history is itself technologi-
cal, a history made up of reconfiguring, mutating and proliferating 
machines. Cinema is the encounter between the machine of the 
brain-eye-body and the machine of the camera-screen. And it is this 
encounter that opens thought to the history of the human, and, if 
pushed further, allows thought to transcend the human. The cin-
ematic technology that apparently supplements and constitutes the 
human opens onto the inhuman. (Colebrook, 2006, 10)

Of course, while it is all very well to formally suggest that cinema (as
technological apparatus) autonomously thinks in its own cinematic 
terms and that, consequently, it provokes new thinking, there still
remains a political question concerning film content and our every-
day experiences of what is thought in and through the images we are 
constantly confronted with. This, again, would be one of the implica-
tions that follow from a Rancièrian critique of the cinema books. Put 
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simply, is there a sense in which a cinema of the ‘nooshock’ remains 
too formal and technical, that it exhibits no real desire to engage with
the more banal and everyday experience of encountering cinematic
or other images? It is worth noting that in provocative and dramatic 
works (Rancière is every bit the dramatist Deleuze and Guattari are) 
such as The Ignorant Schoolmaster,rr The Philosopher and his Poor and r The
Nights of Labour, Rancière never tires of cautioning against the dangerrr
of intellectuals thumbing their noses at those dreary and banal subjects
or classes who supposedly lack what they themselves possess: namely,
the aesthetic and political self-reflexivity needed to institute social and
political change for the better (Rancière, 1989; 1991; 2003). Rancière’s
critical point is that such intellectualism never develops or fosters a
taste for these supposedly banal or dreary subjects and classes and, if 
it did, it may well be surprised by the complicated picture that would 
emerge (Davis, 2010). So, to put the question pointedly, is Deleuze, as a
philosopher engaging with cinema, implicated here? Does his thinking
on cinematic thinking lack some important complication?

We might want to concede that it is indeed rather limited to speak 
of cinema as a technological apparatus that opens the human onto the 
inhuman, thought to non-thought, to its outside. And we also think 
it is always important to bear in mind that, techno-hoopla aside, the
political significance of cinema as a technological apparatus needs to be 
interrogated in terms of the ways it rationalizes, legitimizes or natural-
izes ways of seeing, knowing, feeling, being. This is not to suggest that 
scholarly work that has tried to come to grips with the provocation of 
Deleuze’s thinking about the cine-technology is unimportant or trivial,
but that it has sometimes lacked a desire for the banal and dreary, where
the ‘banal’ and ‘dreary’ gestures precisely towards the social and politi-
cal consequences that attend to the way the cinematic apparatus func-
tions to reproduce ways of seeing, knowing, feeling, being (we might
think of this as the more banal ideological work performed by a cinema
of mass consumption). This accusation, implicit in Rancière and indeed
explicit in Buchanan, would indeed seem to apply to Deleuze. That said,
and as Buchanan is aware, it is a critique of Deleuze that is already
pitching at a moving target. That is to say, the Deleuze of the cinema
books is already concerned with the ideological work performed by a
cinema of mass consumption. Indeed, if we come back to the begin-
ning of the seventh chapter of Cinema 2 we can see immediately that
Deleuze raises the idea of cinema as ‘nooshock’ with some important
complication: that is, as a ‘claim’. Yes, cinema claims for itself the possi-
bility that it may be a ‘shock to thought’, that it may provoke a thought 
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capable of changing the world, but is there any evidence to suggest that
cinema can actually do this? Writing from the vantage point of the 
late-twentieth-century, Deleuze, while undoubtedly still moved by this
notion, acknowledges its pretension. As he says: the idea of a political 
cinema capable of imposing a shock to the thought of the masses ‘raises 
a smile today’ (Deleuze, 1989, 157).

Notwithstanding Rancière’s perceptive and provocative critique of 
the cinema books, we think it would be unduly harsh and simplistic to
say that Deleuze exhibits an intellectualism that is haughty and indif-
ferent to the social and political consequences that follow from the 
way the cinematic apparatus functions to reproduce certain ways of 
seeing, feeling, being, and so on. We agree with Buchanan that Deleuze 
exhibits exceptionalist tendencies in his cinema work. He constructs a 
‘modernist canon’, as Lecercle also points out in the context of his liter-
ary modernism, believing that ‘there are great texts’ and ‘that the task 
of the philosopher-critic is to define them and extol their greatness’ 
(Lecercle, 2010, 119). But such exceptionalism, such a desire for a ‘mod-
ernist canon’ (Vertov, Hitchcock, Godard and so on), springs from a par-
ticular kind of political dissatisfaction and a critical sense of how, more
broadly speaking, cinema as a mass industrial art-form dramatizes and 
brings to life concepts that work only to sustain us in our acquiescence
to what we might otherwise consider intolerable social and political sit-
uations. Although it is not unproblematic to say so (as it goes explicitly 
against Deleuze and Guattari’s constant emphasis on the importance 
of affirmation and joy), there is real moral-political anger, frustration,
maybe even some melancholy, sparking off those pages in the cinema 
books where Deleuze talks about how a contemporary experience of the
cinema of mass consumption is one drowning in cliché and dripping 
in money. And when Deleuze says that the notion of a political cinema
that can change the world and engage the masses ‘raises a smile today’, 
it is hard not to feel that the smile is, in part, a rather melancholic one, 
or at the very least a smile through gritted teeth, a knowing smile that
bears witness to the clichéd and repetitive manner in which cinema 
as an industrial art performs its magic in the service of the commod-
ity-form. ‘Cinema is dying’, says Deleuze rather dramatically, ‘from its 
quantitative mediocrity’ (Deleuze, 1989, 164).

Cliché and Money

Let us be clear and rather declarative on this point: the Deleuze of 
the cinema books wants to insist on the idea that the contemporary
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experience of the cinema of mass consumption is one drowning in
cliché and dripping in money, and that this is of the utmost political-
economic significance (Deleuze, 1992, xiv). Let us take the notion of 
cliché first. Cliché is a key concept for Deleuze, and for Deleuze and
Guattari’s cultural and political theory (Porter, 2009; 2010). We already 
have a sense of the importance of the cliché from our discussion of 
Deleuze and Guattari’s pragmatics in the previous chapter. Recall the
notion of the cliché as an easy-to-hand reserve of ready-made expres-
sions and thoughts that allow us to regulate, pattern and order the 
world and our social interactions within it. What we now need to add 
to this is the important connection that the cliché has to what Deleuze 
and Guattari would call the ‘intolerable’. In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and
Guattari, drawing explicitly on Spinoza, pose for them what is a key 
question concerning the ‘intolerable’, the key question of political phi-
losophy as they see it: ‘Why do men fight for their servitude as stub-
bornly as though it were their salvation?” How can people possibly 
reach the point of shouting: “More taxes! Less bread!?’ ” (Deleuze and 
Guattari, 1984, 29). In other words, how is it that we can put up with 
situations that are intolerable? How is it that we come to desire our 
own servitude, our own suppression? Deleuze’s answer to this ques-
tion in the cinema books is pointed: the intolerable becomes tolerable
in and through the ‘sensory-motor evasions’ that are mediated by the
cliché. That is to say, it is the cliché that allows us to tolerate the intol-
erable because it allows us to evade or take flight from it. Consider
the following, strikingly powerful, passage from the first chapter of 
Cinema 2:

We see, and we more or less experience, a powerful organization of 
poverty and oppression. And we are precisely not without sensory-
motor schemata for recognizing such things, for putting up and 
approving of them and for behaving ourselves subsequently, taking 
into account our situation, our capabilities and our tastes. We have 
schemata for turning away when it is too unpleasant, for prompting
resignation when it is terrible ... . It should be pointed out here that
even metaphors are sensory-motor evasions, and furnish us with
something to say when we no longer know what to do: they are spe-
cific schemata of an affective nature. Now this is what a cliché is. A
cliché is a sensory-motor image of the thing. As Bergson says, we do 
not perceive the thing or the image in its entirety, we always perceive
less of it, we perceive only what we are interested in perceiving, or 
rather what it is in our interest to perceive, by virtue of our economic
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interests, ideological beliefs and psychological demands. We there-
fore normally perceive clichés. (Deleuze, 1989, 20)

For us, this passage will be worth considering against the backcloth of the 
persisting modernist problem that is at play in Deleuze’s cinema work. But 
before we do so, some clarity is needed again about the stakes involved
in posing this problem. As we have seen, the modernist problem in 
Deleuze (and Guattari’s) work concerns (among other things) a charge
of philosophical and meta-linguistic abstraction and, with Rancière, the
rather caustic suggestion that the modernist thinker miraculously finds
in the given art-work or art-form concepts uncannily similar to their 
own. In other words, the philosopher approaches the art-work with a
desire to invest it with the autonomy to think, but, in truth, all the
thinking has been done by the philosopher in advance. So when, for 
example, Deleuze talks in the cinema books about comparing the great
directors in the history of cinema ‘not only with painters, architects and 
musicians, but also with thinkers’, investing in the idea that they ‘think 
with movement-images and time-images instead of concepts’, Deleuze, 
for Rancière, is making a classic modernist move of trying to gloss a
rather paternalist-philosophical pedagogy with the ideological veneer
of aesthetic autonomy. That is to say, the philosopher claims no hierar-
chy exists between his disciplinary practice and aesthetic practices, sug-
gesting that the form of thinking subsequently attributed to the latter is
its autonomous preserve or property. This could explain Deleuze’s sug-
gestion that the cinema books offer a ‘taxonomy’, or ‘natural history’ of 
cinema, ‘an attempt at the classification of images and signs’ (Deleuze,
1992, xiii). He is not doing a ‘history of cinema’ that over-contextualizes
the medium in advance, but is merely attributing concepts to a mode
of thinking (image-thinking) always-already at work in the art-form as 
such; a philosophy that resonates or works alongside cinema, but which
claims no priority over it. As Deleuze, rather modestly, puts it in his
concluding reflections of Cinema 2: ‘A theory of cinema is not “about”
cinema, but about the concepts that cinema gives rise to’ and ‘the prac-
tice of concepts’, or philosophy as film theory, can have ‘no privilege
over’ other practices (Deleuze, 1989, 280).

Of course, the caustic, Rancièrian, response at this point would be 
to say that Deleuze is being too modest, falsely modest even, to the 
extent that his key concepts (movement-image and time-image) still 
imply a pedagogy whereby the modernist thinker teaches us not what 
cinema thinks on its own (Rancière refers to this paradoxically as ‘a 
thought that does not think’ precisely because it is said to be immanent
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to the form or work), but rather how we ought to think about cinema, 
and think about it in abstraction. Badiou would wholeheartedly concur 
with this. Indeed, in Deleuze, Badiou suggests that Deleuze’s cinema 
books, pressed very hard as they are into the service of his philosophy,
will actually leave genuine lovers of the cinema rather cold and indiffer-
ent (Badiou, 2000, 15). The cinema books, despite their many case stud-
ies of directors and schools of filmmaking, and despite many ‘supple
individual film descriptions’, are dominated by Deleuze’s abstract and 
impersonal concepts of ‘movement and time’. Like Rancière, Badiou is
decidedly caustic in his remarks about the philosophical and pedagogi-
cal reductionism of Deleuze’s work on cinema. He writes:

One the one hand, Deleuze singularly analyzes work after work, with
the disconcerting erudition of the non-specialist. Yet, on the other
hand, what finally comes out of this is siphoned into the reservoir
of concepts that, from the very beginning of the work, Deleuze has
established and linked together: namely movement and time ... . This
is why film buffs have always found it difficult to make use of the 
two hefty volumes of the cinema. (Badiou, 2000, 15)

And again:

When all is said and done, the multiple rippling of cases that are 
evoked by Deleuze’s prose have only an adventitious value. What
counts is the impersonal power of the concepts themselves ... .
Ultimately, concepts ... are only attached to the initial concrete case 
in their movement and not in what they give to thought. This is why,
in the volumes on cinema, what one learns concerns the Deleuzean 
theory of movement and time, and the cinema gradually becomes 
neutralized and forgotten. (Badiou, 2000, 16)

Let us begin to come back, then, to Deleuze’s remarks on cliché in 
Cinema 2 in light of these Badiouian and Rancièrian critiques. From
a Deleuzean perspective, there is a sense in which both Badiou and 
Rancière trade on the worst, most reductive, clichés when they critically
evaluate Deleuze’s cinema books. Deleuze becomes a rather unforgiv-
ing didactic figure, tying cinema (and the art-work more generally) to 
his Bergsonian philosophy of ‘movement and time’. From this point of 
view, philosophy performs, what Badiou in his Handbook of Inaesthetics
would call, ‘the educational surveillance of art’s purpose’ (Badiou,
2005b, 5). Sociologically or institutionally speaking (and we speak 
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as  institutionalized English-speaking academics), there is no doubt-
ing the pertinence and critical purchase of Badiou’s phrasing here as 
it clearly chimes with an experience of the increasing influence that 
the Deleuzean meta-language of ‘movement and time’ now exerts over
screen studies in the Anglophone world and its corresponding academic 
marketplace. That Deleuze should become a cliché not only to his crit-
ics, but also a marketable cliché at the hands of those who supposedly
seek to extol his greatness, is hardly surprising (the potential fate of 
all great thinkers no doubt). However that may be, the claim we want
to develop is that a more genuinely sympathetic understanding and 
engagement with what Deleuze suggests by way of the notion of the
‘cliché’ can be more productive than caustic baiting, or (dare we say it, 
yes let’s say it in earnest and without even the slightest whiff of irony)
reducing his thinking to a brand aimed at target markets.

Clichés, as Deleuze says in the passage in question, ‘furnish us with
something to say when we no longer know what to do’. We would sug-
gest that while Badiou and Rancière have a lot to say about Deleuze, the 
philosopher, they exhibit no genuine feeling that it might be productive
to view him (and Guattari) as dramatists or, in the terms of our preferred 
reading here, as practitioners of a method of dramatization. Why not
read Deleuze’s words for their dramatic effects? Perhaps the critical and 
caustic gesture of continually fixating on the philosopher’s meta-lan-
guage or concepts (the obsession of the philosopher’s mastery over the
art-work) simply misses the point of their already writerly, and aestheti-
cally self-reflexive, form – concepts which have already assumed the 
modality of dramatic effects. As we emphasized in chapter four, Deleuze 
and Guattari’s writing (say, their use of slogans) is performatively and 
consciously writerly in form: they practice ‘philosophy as a kind of writ-
ing, with a venegance’ (Lecercle, 2010, 128). Also, in the last chapter, 
we suggested, with Williams, that Deleuze (and Guattari’s) claims can, 
and should, be read as ‘smiling provocations’, although the claims con-
cerning the cliché in Cinema 2 are better read in connection to a smile
which quickly becomes a grimace, a smile through gritted teeth, as we 
put it earlier. Read in this way, Deleuze’s words on the cliché assume a
different emotional charge and can precipitate any number of hooks, 
provocations, connections, or complications (Williams, 2008, 20).

For instance, Deleuze’s Bergsonian suggestion that cliché becomes 
part of our sensory-motor schema, a ‘specific schemata of an affective 
nature’, moves us to immediately complicate the concept. For the idea
of the cliché as, say, ideological re-presentation (for example, the cli-
chéd reproduction of identifiable generic conventions of a cinema of 
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mass consumption; the repeatable, standardized and seeming infinitely
exchangeable formulae of industrial production) only begins to make
sense when we see it as immanent to a developing consciousness (that 
is, a desire for the generic convention and so on). Of course, Deleuze 
would want to insist that the clichés of industrial cinematic produc-
tion reproduce, ideologically speaking, their own conditions (the com-
modity-form as repeatable, standardized and infinitely exchangeable)
and that this is precisely intolerable because it becomes the seemingly 
‘permanent state of a daily banality’ (Deleuze, 1989, 170). However, and 
to repeat the important point: the ideological work performed by a cin-
ema of mass consumption becomes possible (the intolerable becomes 
tolerable, so to speak) only when the cliché becomes part of our devel-
oping consciousness and feel for things, part of our technics of sensa-
tion, perception and so on. ‘Nothing but clichés, clichés everywhere ... . 
Physical, optical, auditory clichés and psychic clichés mutually feed on 
each other. In order for people to be able to bear themselves and the
world, misery has to reach inside consciousness and the inside has to be 
like the outside’ (Deleuze, 1992, 208–9).

Deleuze’s notion of cliché as a ‘specific schemata of an affective
nature’ can have the dramatic effect of throwing us back onto our own
cognitive resources, making us think about our own technics of sensa-
tion and perception, our own feel and consciousness of things, how
that consciousness or feeling ‘inside’ relates to industrial cinematic pro-
duction ‘outside’, and how that consciousness or feeling gives rise to
the clichés that allow us to displace or bear the intolerable situation in 
which we find ourselves as spectators of cinema: say, our daily, weekly, 
monthly, desire for the banalities of a cinema of mass consumption that
continually performs its magic in the service of the commodity-form. 
And rather than feeling that our Deleuze-inspired remarks on the cli-
ché are overly dramatic or philosophically and pedagogically reductive 
(where the cinema of mass consumption is over-generalized, over-dram-
atized and consequently read in the abstract as the clichéd reproduc-
tion of the commodity-form), we can follow Deleuze’s own example 
and begin to think of particular cinematic texts in and through which
the cliché dramatically operates.

We can consider, by way of a brief example, Paul Thomas Anderson’s 
1997 film Boogie Nights. This Hollywood production is of interest from a
Deleuzean perspective because of the particular way it thinks about the
connections between the cliché and the commodity-form, or, more par-
ticularly, the relation between cliché, cinematic production and money. 
The drama that unfolds in Boogie Nights is one that provokes and moves
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us to think, as Deleuze would say, about money as a ‘conspiracy’ that
is ‘internal’ or immanent to film as ‘industrial art’ (Deleuze, 1989, 77). 
Focusing on the function of money in the US porn industry in late
1970s and early 1980s, Boogie Nights dramatizes the cliché in a specific 
way: namely, as a productive response to the problem that money poses
to cinematic production. We see this very clearly in the scene where the
main character, Dirk Diggler, is first tasked to perform for the camera, 
his first sex scene. The cinematic apparatus and money form an impor-
tant conjunction here and this gets dramatized by the way the camera 
moves away from Diggler and his female co-star and doubles back to
the crew and director and then, most significantly, to the camera itself, 
showing us its inner movements or workings, showing us that the film 
stock is a finite resource, running out. Now, this image of the film stock 
running out is particularly suggestive from a Deleuzean (and Deleuze-
Guattarian) perspective. Immediately, it explains or foregrounds the
interruption in the flow of the scene being shot (that is, the actors are 
told to stop performing while the crew ‘change mags’). Now, this can
be read as a comment on the fact that porn does not, as Buchanan
says in his interesting Deleuze–Guattarian reading of Larry Clarke’s
laudable documentary on the porn industry Impaled, ‘show it all’, but
only ‘displays that which can be coded as belonging to the domain of 
the sexual’ (Buchanan, 2008, 44). That is to say, pornographic cinema
as a capitalist enterprise or money machine effects, what the Deleuze 
and Guattari of Anti-Oedipus would call, ‘relative breaks’ in its flow in
order to codify the sexual as a consumable product or commodity-form
for a targeted market. Indeed, and to generalize somewhat, the notion 
of flows being effected by ‘relative breaks’, ‘break-flow’ as Deleuze and 
Guattari term it, importantly defines how contemporary ‘capitalism’ 
operates (Deleuze and Guattari, 1984, 246–7).

Let us come back specifically to the text of Boogie Nights to get a
more concrete sense of this. Before the shooting of his first sex scene, 
Diggler is told in no uncertain terms that if he drops or fluffs a line 
that he should continue on regardless (‘do not stop’ is the repeated
imperative from the crew). And we can, of course, understand this
imperative as part of a response to the problem of money. For, as we 
know, the porn industry in the mid-to-late 1970s is still working with
film rather than video, and this is a more expensive proposition in
terms of production (a point dramatically underlined in the second
half of Boogie Nights as it charts the move into video at the end of the 
1970s and early 1980s). Now, we can think of the cliché of the fluffed 
line, and the cliché of disjointed and clunky dialogue, so characteristic 
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of this genre in the era before video (and so skilfully captured by 
Thomas Anderson in the scene in question), as a productive response 
to the problem of money. And this is precisely what we mean when
we suggested that Boogie Nights dramatizes the cliché (the fluffed line, 
the disjointed and clunky dialogue) as a productive response to the 
problem that money, as a finite resource, poses. There is a particular 
sense of ‘break-flow’ that is expressed in and through Boogie Nights.
The action and narrative flows, to be sure, but the packaging of the
sexual as a commodity-form or consumable object for a targeted audi-
ence can only be effected by the continual breaks (whether ‘changing 
mags’, lighting, camera position and so on) that are internal or imma-
nent to its codification as such. Boogie Nights shows this ‘break-flow’
by focusing on the apparatus of cinematic production, by present-
ing the genre-specific cliché of the fluffed line and clunky dialogue 
which insists on continuing with the promise of narrative flow (‘do
not stop’), no matter how many lines get fluffed, no matter how badly 
the dialogue, the narrative, and ultimately the fantasy of an unmedi-
ated ‘showing it all’, gets broken up.

We have yet to mention perhaps the most obvious cliché of porno-
graphic cinema. We are thinking, of course, about the money shot itself.
This is a particular problem for Boogie Nights, as this rather mainstream 
Hollywood film on the porn industry does not, cannot, show us the 
money shot. Unsurprisingly, the problem is reproduced or doubled in
the scene in question, as Diggler reaches orgasm without the interrup-
tion or break necessary to capture the money shot on film and in accord-
ance with the required generic convention or formula. We have full sex, 
but minus the money shot, we ‘see it all’, but not quite according to the
formula: no successful ‘break-flow’. This, as we see, is a source of real
concern for the director and the crew, a concern that is only alleviated 
when Diggler rather matter-of-factly informs them he can ‘do it again,
if they need a close-up’. It is at this point that the scene effectively ends,
and we cut to a champagne cork being popped against the backcloth of 
celebratory music. Now, clearly, the popping champagne cork can be
considered a symbolic or metaphorical money shot (no doubt precipi-
tating a knowing smile among those spectators who get the joke), but 
perhaps what is more telling or significant about this is simply the fact
that it is a flow codified in a particular way; that it circulates in order 
to be consumed by a targeted audience (a mainstream Hollywood audi-
ence). From the point of the Deleuze–Guattarian ‘break-flow’, there is
no formal or substantive difference between the clichéd money shot in
porn (flow of sperm) which supposedly ‘shows it all’, and its symbolic 
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or metaphorical reproduction in a Hollywood production like Boogie
Nights (flow of champagne). Both trade in the cliché of the money shot;
both codify for an assumed and targeted market.

Cinema: the Philosopher’s Plaything?

Perhaps this brief discussion of Boogie Nights does little more than con-
firm the fears of those critics like Rancière and Badiou who question
the usefulness of Deleuze’s work on cinema. Does the actual cinematic 
text of Boogie Nights simply give way to a discussion of Deleuze’s con-
cepts (the ‘cliché’, ‘money’)? Are we moved only to download Deleuze–
Guattarian concepts (i.e., ‘break-flow’) and discuss such concepts in a 
way that ‘neutralizes’, as Badiou would say, the concreteness of the
text? Do we learn nothing from Boogie Nights, save the Deleuzean and 
Deleuze–Guattarian concepts that we already knew in advance of our
reading of the text? Does cinema become the philosopher’s plaything
or toy? Or, to generalize even further: have we simply been seduced by 
the philosopher’s desire for mastery over the art-work?

Posing the question in this way helps to again bring into focus 
the more general import and significance the critical literature on 
Deleuze’s cinema books has for his and Guattari’s broader aesthetic
concerns. And, of course, our concern here is to consider the implica-
tions that this critique may have for the method of dramatization. We
have suggested that Rancière and Badiou insist on making the critical-
caustic gesture of continually fixating on Deleuze’s philosophically
modernist meta-language and concepts, rather than seeing him, as 
Lecercle would say, as a literary modernist, a dramatist whose con-
cepts have already assumed an aesthetically reflexive and writerly
form (say, the slogan or the smiling provocation that moves us). To 
repeat our earlier rhetorical question: why not read Deleuze’s words 
on cinema for their dramatic effects? Clearly, this could be seen as a 
rather strange and regressive move, particularly if it is viewed as an
argument that tries to ground Deleuze’s claims about the autonomy
of cinema as a particular form (a form of thinking in images) with
recourse to another form that is foreign to it and which compromises
its medium-specificity (the provocation of thinking expressed in the
use of words undoubtedly gives us images, but this not the same as
the cinematic apparatus). But, what if we begun to view these forms 
(the images of cinema and the words of language) not only in their
medium-specificity, but also by way of a more general function and 
connection? What then?
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What if we insist that Deleuze’s words in Cinema 2 on the cliché 
and money have a dramatic effect of throwing us back onto our own 
cognitive resources, making us think about a familiar cinematic text 
like Boogie Nights in a new, or more unfamiliar, way? We are moved by
words to think about cliché and money and we think about them in
relation to a cinematic text that then thinks them cinematically. And
if we characterize this cinematic thinking with certain words, this does 
not necessarily mean we rob it of autonomy, but rather we move toward 
a more complicated picture of connectedness between forms. For exam-
ple, Deleuze and Guattari’s words about the ‘break-flow’ in contempo-
rary capitalism do, as Rancière would say, get illustrated in the narrative
situation of Boogie Nights (Diggler’s first sex scene is stopped to ‘change 
mags’, it is a ‘relative break’ which illustrates how the sexual gets coded 
as commodity-form). However, the ‘break-flow’ also finds its formal 
cinematic expression in the way the problem of the money shot gets 
dealt with (the cut from the sex scene to the popping champagne cork). 
This metaphorical money shot only makes sense in accordance with the
‘break-flow’ in the cutting and montage of the images (Diggler saying
he can ‘do it again’, then the cut and the juxtaposition with the pop-
ping champagne cork).

So we have a more complicated picture of connectedness between 
forms emerging out of our reading of Boogie Nights. We have words (‘cli-
ché’, ‘money’, ‘break-flow’) and their provocation and dramatic effect 
in making us think in relation to the cinematic text (the dramatization
of cliché as a response to the problem of money), which then connects 
to the formal, and medium-specific, apparatus of the images we find in
the text (the ‘break-flow’ not only as illustration, but as montage/cut-
ting). In order to search for a general function that we might attribute to 
the art-work in light of this picture of connectedness (and we find our-
selves by necessity speaking in more general terms precisely because we 
are cutting across media or aesthetic forms), we need to move on from
Deleuze’s cinema books to a consideration of Deleuze and Guattari’s
broader reflections on the nature of art in their final collaborative work:
What is Philosophy? In many important respects, the series of ques-
tions that we have posed here, against Deleuze’s cinema books and,
by implication, Deleuze and Guattari’s aesthetics more generally, tend
to revolve around another question: what happens when we dramatize?
For the method of dramatization, as we said right at the beginning of 
the chapter, will remain rather curious and abstract for as long as it is 
philosophically circumscribed by ready-made concepts that are attrib-
uted to it in advance. If we are to sustain the claim that the method of 
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dramatization brings concepts to life, then we need to consider what is
happening in the moment of dramatization, what conditions the emer-
gence of concepts as they are dramatized as such. In other words, we
have to approach the problem of events or, more particularly, the prob-
lem of what we will call ‘dramatic events’.



6
Events and the Method
of Dramatization

113

We have been grappling with the problem of Deleuze and Guattari’s 
modernism, a problem that arises in their work on language and lin-
guistics (chapter four), and which is brought into ever sharper focus
through the critical reception of Deleuze’s cinema books, particularly, 
the provocative and important critiques that we found in Rancière 
and Badiou (chapter five). As we saw in the previous chapter, the prob-
lem of Deleuze and Guattari’s modernism orbits, in many important
respects, around an issue of aesthetic autonomy. Indeed, many of the
questions we posed in chapter five sought to shed some light on this
issue. Can cinema think? Does Deleuze philosophically circumscribe
cinema by downloading a philosophical meta-language on it? Was our
Deleuze and Deleuze–Guattarian inspired reading of Boogie Nights just 
another example of this desire for philosophical mastery? Does cinema
(or the art-work more generally) inevitably become the philosopher’s
plaything, subject to the whim of the philosopher’s concepts? Or, to 
generalize even further: is the very notion of a philosophy of art or
aesthetics always-already problematic by virtue of the fact that it is an 
act of appropriation which sabotages any autonomy or intrinsic signifi-
cance that we may want to attribute to the art-form or art-work?

While there are many possible roads these questions concerning aes-
thetic autonomy could take us down, it is our view that they funda-
mentally imply a discussion about the nature of events. That is to say,
the problem of modernism (and the attending questions concerning
aesthetic autonomy we have been posing) brings into sharp relief the 
need to think about the logic of events. Why? Well, to ask whether 
cinema as an art-form can think, or whether philosophy can have a 
productive relationship with art, or, more particularly, whether the art-
work can be thought or experienced as intrinsically significant, is to 
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ask what happens in the art-work. As we have emphasized throughout 
the book, aesthetic and cultural forms can dramatize political concepts; 
that this, importantly, is (or can be) part of what happens (for example, 
that Belfast happens to emerge as a ‘post-conflict city’ to the extent that
it gets dramatized through a variety of cultural-aesthetic forms such
as property and urban development, film, television, local journalism,
architecture and so on). What we want to insist on in this final chapter
is the inextricable link between aesthetic and cultural forms (or, more
generally put, the art-work), the event and the method of dramatiza-
tion. At this stage of proceedings, it may seem that insisting on the
connection between the art-work, the event and the method of drama-
tization is hardly earth-shattering news. Is it not simply the case that we 
are claiming that the method of dramatization implies that we (to recall 
our slogan from chapter three) make an event of thought – that thought t
becomes a live event or happening, where becoming ‘live’ then implies 
a particular art-work, media or range of media in and through which 
its liveness dramatically unfolds and is experienced (for instance, those 
moments or scenes in Boogie Nights which cinematically think, say, the 
problem of money, the cliché, and so on)?

Well, in a sense, yes, we are making this claim! But it would be a rather
dramatic understatement to say that this claim is not without complica-
tion. For what we are suggesting here (and what we have been implying
all along) is the possibility of having some kind of direct experience that 
has a significance that is intrinsic to the moment of dramatization as it
occurs (whether in the art-work or elsewhere). We will refer to this expe-
rience as a dramatic event. Why all the fuss in making this suggestion? 
For surely we already, experientially, have a sense of what a dramatic
event is. Indeed, to the extent that we think about events, we tend to
think of them as dramatic occurrences: the novel and unexpected things
that happen to and around us. These can range from the small incidents 
that catch us unawares to being swept up in large-scale movements that
challenge political regimes. It may be that they are intensely personal
(the revelation of a loved-one), or profoundly collective (the formation
of work-place solidarity amongst formerly alienated colleagues). They
can occur in an instant or stretch over years. Whatever modalities an 
event assumes, we are aware that something dramatic is happening. We 
sense that this is not merely another occurrence among the many that
make up our days; it is an event. In other words, we typically differenti-
ate events from mere occurrences on the grounds that events contain
within them something novel and unexpected, something dramatic;
whatever that may be. And yet, dramatic events, and this explains the
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fuss we are making, remain problematic by nature, as the following
comparison of Deleuze (and Guattari) with Badiou will reveal.

The problem with dramatic events

The respective philosophies of Deleuze (and Guattari) and Badiou rep-
resent two of the most significant and systematic attempts in contem-
porary thought to address directly the problematic nature of dramatic 
events. What is particularly significant for us is the way in which these
philosophies of the event immediately put a clear question mark against 
our intuition that it is possible to directly experience a dramatic event, 
that there is an intrinsic significance to dramatic events qua events. We 
need, therefore, to delve into Deleuze’s and Badiou’s philosophies of 
events. This montage of Badiou’s and Deleuze’s concepts of the event
will then allow us, towards the end of the chapter, to reassert, in a more 
refined form, our claim that it is possible to have a direct experience 
that has a significance intrinsic to the moment of dramatization as it
occurs, that it is possible to experience a dramatic event from within 
its dramatic or aesthetic unfolding as such. Indeed, we shall conclude 
our discussions by working through the suggestion (one that draws 
strongly on elements of Deleuze and Guattari, and indeed Badiou, but 
also departs from them in important ways) that dramatic events can be 
productively described as works of art. But, before we get way ahead of 
ourselves, it is important to directly address the question of why, in the
first instance, Deleuze and Badiou would be reluctant to agree to the 
suggestion that dramatic events can have intrinsic significance.

If, for example, we consider their responses to les événements of ‘May
’68’ we can understand both Deleuze’s and Badiou’s reticence to accord 
dramatic events intrinsic significance. Against those on the left who
mistakenly thought that May ’68 was the beginning of a fully-fledged
world-changing revolutionary moment and those, typically on the 
right, who treated it as a merely accidental collision of largely irrational 
forces, Deleuze and Badiou (eventually come to) agree that the ‘event-
ness’ of dramatic moments like May ’68 can only be articulated by
locating the drama outside the particular conjunctions of the moment 
itself. In the end, therefore, they agree that it is necessary to engage 
in, what Deleuze referred to as, ‘a double battle’ when thinking about 
the nature of the event: ‘to thwart all dogmatic confusion between 
event and essence, and also every empiricist confusion between event
and accident’ (Deleuze, 1990, 4). On the one hand, there is the need to
resist the tendency to treat events as the unfolding of some underlying
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historical process; on the other, the tendency to reduce events to the 
realm of the utterly contingent must be equally resisted. Whatever sig-
nificance events have, and they agree that events are significant, we 
can only trace this significance if it is differentiated from experiences 
of actually occurring dramatic events, such as May ’68. In other words,
they both argue that the nature of an event qua event is not to be foundt
by filling it up with essence or by emptying it of all significance but by
looking for the drama outside of the dramatic moment itself.

Their desire to resist empiricist and dogmatist traps led them in dif-
ferent directions in their search for the significance of events. Deleuze
argues for, what we will call, a pre-occurrence approach to significance, 
whereas Badiou argues that we must look to a post-occurrence account of 
their significance. As we saw in our discussions in the first part of the
book (in chapter three particularly), Deleuze in several of his works,
but especially Difference and Repetition, develops the idea that the real 
drama of the event is to be found in changes within the intensive (vir-
tual) relationships that condition our extensive (actual) experience;
therefore, prior to our experience of the dramatic event. Alternatively,r
in Being and Event and t Logics of Worlds, it is clear that Badiou traces the 
significance of events into the future: he follows the trajectory of our 
experience through to the act of fidelity to the logical outcomes of cer-
tain situations after the dramatic event. The point here, for us, is that r
neither Deleuze nor Badiou locate the significance of events within our 
experience of actual dramatic occurrences for fear of falling prey to 
empiricism (events would then have no significance distinct from mere
or utterly contingent occurrences) or dogmatism (events would then be 
endowed in advance with ‘fate’ or other essential qualities). For both 
thinkers, while they do require that the event retain an experiential
dramatic dimension (Deleuze, of course, speaks of the two-fold nature
of the event as virtual and actual; Badiou of the evental site that appears 
in the situation), the significance of the event is ultimately distanced 
from our experience of it, in order to express its dramatic quality.

This, as we have said, poses a real problem for the method of drama-
tization, at least as we want to develop it, precisely because it would
seem to disallow the possibility of experiencing the significance of a 
dramatic event from within. Or, as we can now say, the problem here 
relates to an empiricism (the collapse of the event into utterly contin-
gent occurrences, thus the loss of significance) or dogmatism (the cir-
cumscription of the of the event by way of an essentializing logic that 
captures and appropriates it in advance, thus the loss of its novelty) that 
would seem to plague us as we seek to accord the dramatic event intrinsic
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significance. It is worth spending a brief moment or two bringing into 
view how these general problems of empiricism and dogmatism have
already made their presence felt (albeit implicitly) in the critical ques-
tions we have been posing in the previous couple of chapters.

For example, let us again consider the account of language developed 
in chapter four. Recall, towards the end of chapter, how we began to ques-
tion this, raising the charge of linguistic and political idealism against
a modernist pragmatics that insists, among other things, on incorporeal,
virtual or evental sense. This charge of linguistic and political idealism
connects to the problem of empiricism. The problem or concern being
that we make the event of language (we mean this, of course, in the 
Deleuze’–Guattarian sense of ‘incorporeal transformations’, the capac-
ity of language, mediated through the use of slogans say, to directly 
impact on social-political formations and change them) dependent on a 
pragmatics that reduces it to the utterly contingent (in this case the ‘con-
text’ or ‘circumstance’ of its actualization). This concern is undoubtedly 
operating in the questions that concluded the chapter, namely: how
does Deleuze and Guattari’s modernist pragmatics differ from a more 
familiar pragmatics that would simply point to the particular context
or circumstances of enunciation?; how can we insist, as Deleuze and
Guattari do, on the capacity or autonomy of language to intervene and
directly shape the social-political world, while, at the same time, seem-
ingly explaining incorporeal transformations against the backcloth of 
collective assemblages?; are collective assemblages just another fancy 
name for what pragmatists call context or circumstances? Going back 
to the ‘postulates of linguistics’ plateau, we can see that this is clearly a 
worry for Deleuze and Guattari. To repeat the question that they pose 
in this context: ‘when we use a word as vague as “intervene”...  are we
not still prey to a kind of idealism in which the slogan instantaneously 
falls from the sky?’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 81). Or, to put the
question more pointedly and positively from an empiricist-pragmatist
perspective: rather than talking about the event of language, virtual
sense and ‘incorporeal transformations’ etc., would we not be better off 
with an empiricism that looks to analyze the particular circumstances
of language-use?

In many respects, Deleuze and Guattari’s response is to doggedly 
insist that any form of empiricism brought to bear on language from
some supposedly external point of view will fail to understand fully
the medium it is working with. That is to say, we can talk empirically 
about the pragmatics of language, the various and varying ‘contexts’ 
or ‘circumstances’ in which it operates, but, for as long as we do so, we
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importantly miss out the event of language as such (again, or in this 
case, the potential it has for affecting the social-political body through
‘incorporeal transformations’). As they put it: ‘The general term “cir-
cumstances” should not leave the impression that it is a question of 
external circumstances. “I Swear” is not the same when said in the fam-
ily, at school, in a love affair, in a secret society ... [and] neither is it the 
same incorporeal transformation’ (Deleuze, 1988, 82). In order to actu-
ally account for the dynamism or movement of language (its shifting
affects on various bodies in different sets of circumstances) we need an
immanent conception of how the medium of language works; we need
to think about the event of language, virtual sense, ‘incorporeal trans-
formations’ and so on.

Of course, the problem with certain forms of empiricism or ‘linguistic 
science’, from a Deleuze–Guattarian perspective, is that it presupposes 
an outside to language, a space or safe distance from which to under-
stand and analyze language in accordance with ‘linguistic constants’ 
or, what they would also call, ‘molar’ concepts (the general notion of 
‘circumstances’ or ‘context’ can be seen to perform this function in 
pragmatics). But to approach the outside of language or, what amounts
to the same thing, account for its movement and dynamism, we need
to see it as ‘immanent to language’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 82).
This means that the very possibility of speaking in relatively settled
dualist terms about language and its outside is inevitably complicated 
by the ‘continual variations’ that immanently express its movement as
such: both ‘language’ and its ‘outside’ are, as Deleuze and Guattari say,
‘inseparable from a movement of deterritorialization that carries them
away’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 87).

Coming back to the method of dramatization, we can see how the 
problem of empiricism in relation to events impacts on any attempt to
put the method to work in language. It is a problem of the movement 
of language, its continual variation, and of empiricism becoming, para-
doxically, an abstraction that fails to account for the real movement in
the medium, of empiricism resting content with the false movement of 
uncomplicated dualism (‘langue’ and ‘parole’, ‘competence’ and ‘per-
formance’ etc.).

Turning to the problem of dogmatism, it is clear that this can be
related to Deleuze’s cinematic modernism, that the Rancièrian and 
Badiouian objections raised against Deleuze’s cinema books can be 
recast in light of this problem. The basic charge, to restage it in the 
terminology of this chapter, is this: Deleuze circumscribes the event of 
cinema by way of a philosophical logic that captures and appropriates 
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it in advance, thus robbing it of its potential novelty and autonomy. Of 
course, we attempted, towards the end of the cinema chapter, to grapple
with this problem, referring to a more complicated picture of connect-
edness between aesthetic forms, and to a movement between and across
forms (the writer’s self-reflexive use of language, cinematic moments
of dramatization expressed by montage, the political-philosopher’s 
concepts of ‘money’, ‘cliché’, ‘break-flow’ and so on) which emerged
from our particular encounter with a cinematic text like Boogie Nights.
And we suggested that it was potentially counter-productive to think 
of Deleuze as an unforgiving pedagogue or dogmatist: as a philosopher 
who privileges his own form of practice, even when, or for Rancière
especially when, he seems on the surface to be attributing autonomy
and novelty to a particular medium or art-form like cinema.

Two things follow from this discussion that are especially pertinent 
to us here. First, that a charge of dogmatism is immediately connected 
to an accusation of the privileging of philosophy vis-à-vis aesthetic
form. Second, that the response to this charge implies that we develop 
a more general picture of the connectedness and intermingling of aes-
thetic forms. Taking the second point first, we can say that this gesture 
towards connectedness and intermingling of aesthetic forms presup-
poses that we can paint a more general picture of the function of the 
art-work, or as we shall prefer to put it, what happens in the art-work 
when we think of it as a dramatic event. Again we find ourselves antici-
pating an encounter with Deleuze and Guattari’s more general discus-
sion of the art-work in What is Philosophy? This, however, will become 
our focus later on in the chapter. Coming back to the first, and more 
urgent, point about the problem of the privileging of philosophy over 
art, it is important at this juncture to underline just how resolutely 
and stubbornly problematic this problem is. Indeed, we shall see that
both Deleuze and Badiou (and here Badiou’s critique of Deleuze can be
turned back on him), in trying to fight the battle against dogmatism 
and empiricism, continually face this danger or problem when trying 
to think about events. This we will call the problem of philosophism; the 
privileging of philosophy when another discipline is better placed to 
make sense of the problematic phenomenon.

Deleuze: what happened?

A playwright is sitting outside a Paris café (it might be May ’68) when 
something happens that catches her attention. Something has differen-
tiated itself from the mass of other things that have happened in front of 
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her: an exchange on the street, something funny, absurd, tragic; some-
thing she can’t quite fathom. Her notebook, always to hand, is now 
filled with ideas – talk, scenery, directions, dialogue, costumes and such 
like tumble out on to the pages of her notebook as her coffee gets cold. 
Whatever it was that happened, she is now distilling the experience;
characters are being formed, back-stories are emerging, all to bring that
moment into vivid relief. She then takes these notes and transforms
them into a script, a play-text. Maybe the characters from the street 
appear, or maybe only the feelings those characters created within her
appear. A story emerges or maybe the constraints of story-telling have
been forsaken in pursuit of a more abstract approach to whatever hap-
pened outside the café. In due course, the play is performed; the already 
dramatized moment is further dramatized. In this dramatization the
moment outside the café is brought to life: the forces dormant within
the script are roused by actors, directors, and set-designers; by the tex-
ture of the spoken word and the atmospherics of setting. On opening
night, in front of the audience, all the elements that made a drama out 
of the dramatic event outside the café are brought to fruition as a live 
event.

We might imagine, if all the elements come together to make what 
we typically call ‘good drama’, that for our playwright there’s a moment
of discovery. Dramatization has helped her discover something about 
what happened outside the café because it has heightened that moment,
condensed it, stretched it, enveloped and unfolded it in so many ways.
At which point she may well feel like the moment has been redeemed
and her work finished. Until five years later, with a new cast, a differ-
ent director, in a new city, in the wake of a political crisis, she discovers
something new, something unexpected in the dramatic moment once
again. Whatever she thought had happened that day outside the café
she now realizes that it was something else. Indeed, she now realizes
that each time the play is performed this sense of re-evaluation may 
return because to dramatize the script is never simply to discover its 
essence and the essence of whatever happened but to create the forces 
that animate the script with each performance in a way that does not
foreclose what happened. Each performance could be a new discovery. 
At which point, she realizes that it is no longer clear what happened.

As we saw in chapters two and three, Deleuze insists that we can
encounter philosophical texts as if they were literary texts or play-scripts
to be animated anew each time they are performed within another text. 
He considered concepts to be characters that could be brought to life to 
discover their force and that each time they are brought together on the 
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stage of another’s ideas they would be brought to life differently. Staging
philosophical concepts in this way meant writing philosophy with the
aim of tracing the dynamic trajectories of concepts – their path through 
texts, through a philosopher’s system, but also outside of that system – 
as one would trace the arc of a character’s journey through the play
and how that impinges upon us. To repeat one of the key arguments
from his defence of Difference and Repetition: ‘given any concept, we can 
discover its drama, and the concept would never be divided or speci-
fied in a world of representation without the dramatic dynamisms that
thus determine it in a material system beneath all possible represen-
tation’ (Deleuze, 2004, 93). Therefore, analyzing concepts in this way 
must imply that their meaning will differ with each presentation; each
enactment of a concept could, potentially, differ depending upon the
textual context in which it emerged, the social and political environ-
ment within which it is staged, and so on. This, of course, relates to the 
liveness of thought, of making an event of thought. To restate the claim 
simply: philosophy, to the extent that it is animated by the method of 
dramatization, must become a live event.

The ontological presuppositions behind the method of dramatization
were obviously the focus of an extended discussion in chapter three. 
But a few salient points are worth reiterating now. Dramatization is a
method for the determination of (actual) concepts, where determina-
tion refers to a process of activating the (virtual) conditions that give
those concepts their force and quality. These virtual conditions are
what Deleuze repeatedly calls ‘the idea’ that conditions the concept.
The idea is to be understood as a system of differential relations, not as 
an abstract form or mental phenomenon, where the differential rela-
tions themselves are the result of a distribution of singularities. Deleuze 
refers to these singularities as ‘ideal events’. Dramatization, therefore, is 
a way of accessing the events that determine concepts – as every con-
cept, to the extent that it has meaning at all, expresses an event that has
already happened. In a crucial sense, of course, it is in the accessing of 
the event that we encounter its liveness; that is to say, the actual con-
cept must be made into an event, made differently as a happening, in 
order to access it. As is well known, Deleuze often referred this process 
as ‘counter-actualization’. In Logic of Sense we find this account:

The role played [by an actor] is never that of a character; it is a theme
(the complex theme or sense) constituted by the components of the
event, that is, by the communicating singularities effectively lib-
erated from the limits of individuals and persons ... The actor thus
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actualizes the event, but in a way that is entirely different from the
actualization of the event in the depth of things. Or, rather, the 
actor redoubles this cosmic, or physical actualization, in his own 
way, which is singularly superficial – but because of it more distinct,
trenchant and pure. Thus, the actor delimits the original, disengages 
from it an abstract line, and keeps from the event only its contour 
and splendour, becoming the actor of one’s own events – a counter-
actualization. (Deleuze, 1990, 150)

A number of the key elements of the method of dramatization we devel-
oped in the first part of the book are concisely captured and re-staged
in this passage: counter-actualization requires the redistribution of the
singularities of an idea; that is, a redistribution of the spatial-temporal
dynamisms that constitute the idea. Redistribution, in this sense, is an
intensification of the dynamisms that constitute the idea. Intensification
is a change in the intensive, virtual, relationships between the singulari-
ties. This can only be achieved by a creative experimentalism akin to the 
actor’s experimentation with the themes of the character’s ‘journey’ – 
a mode of experimentation with ideas that is both a theoretical and a
practical activity. Put simply, something has to happen, there has to be
the constitution of an event, in order to experiment with whatever the 
events of the character’s life mean.

However, what this passage also allows us to begin to bring into focus 
is the problematic nature of Deleuze’s method of dramatization, partic-
ularly when we think of it as a means for the determination of concepts.
This is the case because we can see that the event that conditions the
concept can only be ‘discovered’ by instituting an event or happening 
that is ‘entirely different’ from the actualization of the conditioning
event, itself to be found ‘in the depth of things’. Despite being entirely
different, Deleuze suggests that these events are nonetheless related to 
each other. How are they related? Unfortunately, the language Deleuze
uses to discuss this relation is not always clear: in this passage it includes
‘redoubling’, ‘delimiting’ and ‘disengaging’ in order to follow the ‘con-
tour and splendour’ of the original event. All of which is consistent
with the processes of different/ciation – actualization and counter-actu-
alization – that he presents in Difference and Repetition (Deleuze, 1994, 
208ff). And yet we are still left asking the following question: how can 
counter-actualization express the event ‘in the depth of things’ if it is
itself an event that happens to constitute a difference.

Back at the café our playwright wonders if the productions that have
followed from her original experience have anything to do with the 
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experience itself: has she really discovered anything at all? Is what hap-
pened still mysterious?

Badiou: getting to the truth of what happened

It is this persistent sense of the mysterious nature of the relation 
between events that gives Badiou’s critique of Deleuze much of its 
weight (Badiou, 1994; 2000; 2004; 2009). The best expression of this
critique is in Logics of Worlds, in the section ‘The Event According to 
Deleuze’ (Badiou, 2009, 381–7). In this section, Badiou draws out four
axioms of the Deleuzean event from Logic of Sense, which he contrasts 
with alternatives of his own, so as to ‘obtain a pretty good axiomatic for
what I call “event” ’;

1. ‘Unlimited-becoming becomes the event itself.’ Badiou is drawing 
attention to the fact that Deleuze treats the event as an intensifica-
tion in the line of life, the eternal becoming of all forms of existence.
The Deleuzean event, according to Badiou, is therefore ‘the becom-
ing of becoming’. He contrasts this with an axiom of his own: the
event is a ‘pure cut in becoming’ by which he means that events are
moments when the ‘inexistent’ comes into existence. As such, there 
is no vital continuity but an excessive eruption from a condition of 
utter lack.

2. ‘A life is composed of the same single Event, despite all the variety 
of what happens to it.’ The unlimited-becoming Badiou detects
in Deleuze’s philosophy of the event leads him to argue that, for 
Deleuze, all events are expressions of one Event; the ‘eventum tan-
tum’ of Logic of Sense. Badiou’s alternative axiom is that all events
are ‘separate’ from other events. Declaring that Deleuze’s idea of the 
resonance between events has ‘no charm’ for him, Badiou character-
izes events as the ‘dull and utterly unresonant sound’ that brings 
nothing into harmony.

3. ‘The nature of the event is other than that of the actions and passions
of the body. But it results from them.’ Badiou is pointing out that for
Deleuze events affect bodies but not directly, as this process of affect
must take place through the mediator of bodies without organs; vir-
tual/actual bodies that mediate between ideal virtual events and 
actual bodies or states of affairs. In contrast, Badiou claims that it is
the eruption of an event which becomes incorporated within subjec-
tivizable bodies. Where Deleuze, he claims, treats bodies and events
as of different orders, Badiou treats bodies as the result of events.
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4. ‘The event is always what has just happened, what will happen but
never what is happening.’ This is the crucial axiom that crystal-
lizes the problem with dramatic events. How can we account for the 
drama in dramatic events if we have to stage it differently in order
to discover it? The Deleuzean event resides in the past and it can 
only be discovered from the perspective of an event in the future 
that leaves the presence of the event, its drama, mysterious. Badiou
suggests, for his part, that the event is always ‘an atemporal instant
which disjoins the previous state of an object (the site) from its sub-
sequent state’. And, the event ‘presents us with the present’ (Badiou, 
2009, 384).

It is our view that Badiou has identified a number of pressing prob-
lems with Deleuze’s pre-occurrence theory of event and the method 
of dramatization that accompanies it. Of course, we need hardly agree 
with all these criticisms, and various Deleuze scholars have challenged 
Badiou’s critical interpretation, both in its generality and it details 
(Widder, 2001; Smith 2003; Williams, 2009). For us, though, Badiou
has pinpointed an important difficulty Deleuze has in accounting for
a sense of being in the moment when something dramatic happens. 
Deleuze’s pre-occurrence approach to the significance of the event is 
problematic to the extent that it robs his theory of one of the markers 
of events: the presence of drama, the moment outside the café. But we 
also know that Badiou is resistant to the idea that the meaning of events 
could be simply located in their appearance and the experience we have 
of them. Given the concerns he shares with Deleuze regarding the loca-
tion of significance within the event, and his criticism of the Deleuzean 
alternative, namely that events have their significance in the past as it
becomes re-staged in the future, it becomes clear why Badiou turns to a
post-occurrence theory of the significance of the event. It is not clear,
however, that he overcomes the problem he finds in Deleuze.

In Being and Event Badiou discusses how historical events appear fromt
within natural situations (Badiou, 2005a, 173–77). In order for events to 
emerge from situations, the situation must contain within it ‘an evental
site’. This is a multiple present within the situation that is not repre-
sented within the situation. In a rare moment of reprieve for the reader 
of Being and Event, Badiou gives an image of what this means. He dis-t
cusses a family living together, going on holiday together, etc. each of 
whose members is fully represented, that is registered, within and by 
the state. If we imagine, he goes on, that there is a ‘clandestine’ member 
of this family, tied by blood so to speak, but not a member in the sense
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that he or she does not belong to the family, engage in family activities
and is not registered by the state as belonging to the family, then this
member is present in the family situation but not represented within it.
Hallward provides an interesting gloss: ‘an evental site ... is certainly in a
situation, but it belongs to it as something uncertain, something whose
own contents remain indiscernible and mysterious, if not sinister and 
threatening’ (Hallward, 2003, 120). This clandestine and mysterious
presence in the situation is the condition for the emergence of an his-
torical event that will shake the foundations of the natural situation.

While the evental site presents the conditions for an atemporal cut
through becoming by virtue of the non-presentation of a (clandestinely 
present) multiple in the representational field of the situation, this is
not enough in itself to constitute an event. For the inexistent multiple
to become an event there must be an intervention (Badiou, 2005a, 201–
211). Intervention, according to Badiou, is neither the interpretation
nor the glorification of the clandestine but its naming: ‘identifying that
there has been some indecidability, and in deciding its belonging to the
situation’ (Badiou, 2005a, 202). As Badiou recognizes, however, the real
difficulty is not in naming the event but in ‘following the consequences 
of an event’ (Badiou, 2005a, 211). It is this notion of following the con-
sequences of the naming of the clandestine that leads Badiou to claim
that an event is properly constituted by being faithful to the interven-
tion. This fidelity is such that it is embodied in subjects who main-
tain and sustain the truth of their designation for what has happened.
Fidelity thereby constitutes subjects as militants of the intervention and
the truth to which they adhere is the naming of the unnamable and
mysterious clandestine individuals of the situation.

The mysterious nature of what happened according to the Deleuzean 
schema of the event and its dramatization is replaced with a faith in 
the naming of the un-nameable in what happened so as to establish the
truth of the event. Whatever happened outside the café that day, our 
playwright must declare the un-nameable nameable and then remain 
faithful to that truth. In this way, the event is guaranteed after the
event, so to speak. At which point we appear to have reached a similar 
problem to that which we encountered with Deleuze; the moment of 
the event itself, its drama, is occluded (in this case) by a post-occurrence
theory of where that drama must ultimately reside. While Badiou has
criticized Deleuze for not accounting for the present moment of the
event as the cut between the past and future, he can only account for it 
himself by treating the present moment of the event as that which con-
tains a mysterious inexistent multiple, that only comes-to-be when the
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fidelity to the name is held as a truth. Deleuze’s absent present, whicht
in turn leads to the mysteries of an ever-present event, is replaced, on 
Badiou’s account, by an empty present which in turn is filled by an ever-y
present faith in an act of naming a mysteriously inexistent presence. 
Either way, the present seems to disappear in the ever-present.

This schism regarding the presence of dramatic events is a useful
perspective through which to view the ‘debate’ between Deleuze (and 
Guattari) and Badiou. When Deleuze and Guattari take Badiou to task 
in What is Philosophy?, for all that they recognize the ‘particularly inter-
esting undertaking’ he is engaged in, they claim that he misconstrues 
the nature of events by not recognizing that every event is already a
mixture of states of affairs (the given situation, in Badiou’s terms) and 
virtual events. Because Badiou’s events appear as a cut in becoming,
Deleuze and Guattari imply, they do not actually appear at all; they are 
lacking in reality because they do not appear ‘beside’, ‘against’, ‘face
to face, or back to back’ vis-à-vis the actual/situation. For Deleuze and
Guattari, the presence of the dramatic event disappears because it is an
error to think that one can separate the event from the state of affairs 
that expresses it (on this point, see Lecercle 1999b; 2010).

In our view, however, Deleuze’s pre-occurrence theory of the event 
does not seem to fare much better because it risks creating a similar 
distance between the philosophical search for meaning and the expe-
rience of dramatic events. In Deleuze’s absent present and Badiou’s
empty present of the event, the drama seems to get lost. The root prob-
lem for both Deleuze and Badiou when thinking about events is that 
they hesitate to address the dramatic event itself, the moment of drama 
so to speak, because of the dual dangers of empiricism and dogma-
tism. However, this, as we have seen, leads both thinkers away from 
the moment in search of a philosophical source for the significance of 
events that does not tie that meaning to the paradoxical nature of what 
happens when events happen. Both require that the event must have an
actual and present moment to it but both diminish the experience of 
being involved in dramatic events. But the problem of dramatic events
remains. So a key question reasserts itself, but in hopefully a clearer or
more refined form: can the drama of dramatic events be theorized from
the inside while avoiding both the traps of empiricism and dogmatism? 
And, going forward with our more particular concern here; does the
method of dramatization we have been developing in conjunction with 
Deleuze and Guattari remain, given the problems we have identified
above, a useful methodological tool or way of thinking about dramatic 
events?
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Some thing is happening

Leaving aside, for the moment, the broader question concerning the 
method of dramatization, let us return to les événements, and, in par-
ticular, a rather revealing account that Badiou gives of what it is like to 
be inside such a dramatic event:

If we add up the anecdotes one by one, we can always say that at any 
given moment there were actors, certain people who provoked this
or that result. But the crystallization of all those moments, their gen-
eralization, and then the way in which everyone was caught up in it, 
was well beyond what any one person might have thought possible –
that’s what I call an evental dimension. (Hallward, 2003, 123)

The importance of this more personal and reflective account of les
événements is that it captures something that gets lost in Badiou’s
post-occurrence theory of the truth of what happened. In particular, the 
sensation of being involved in something happening exceeds our capac-
ity to think about what it is that one is involved in. Thinking returns as
the decision is made to name this sensation and follow the consequences
of the intervention as it assumes the form of a truth-procedure. But this 
truth is always the truth of the name not the sensation. Put like this,
therefore, our problem of trying to accord dramatic events significance 
(at least, part of the problem) is of the order of sensation rather than 
thought. The danger of this appeal to sensation, however, is that it may 
lead directly back to the traps of either empiricism or dogmatism: either 
we can merely describe the sensation of being involved in a dramatic 
event by describing how it felt to the individuals involved or immersed 
in the contingencies of the situation; or, we presume, regardless of how 
individuals describe it, that the significance of what they felt is given by 
the pre-ordained essence of the event. Such is the provocation of Deleuze’s 
and Badiou’s respective philosophies of the event. However, in trying to 
ward-off the dual dangers of empiricism and dogmatism, both Deleuze 
and Badiou remain wedded to the idea of a philosophical solution to the
problem of dramatic events. The danger now is that the drama incorpo-
rated within the dramatic event remains occluded by virtue of being sub-
ordinated to its role as a bearer of being or truth. It is in this sense, then, 
that both Deleuze and Badiou (in the particular respects outlined above)
encounter the trap of philosophism. And by ‘philosophism’ we mean the
following: the tendency to accord philosophy a privileged role vis-à-vis 
other disciplines in the designation of experience.
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The dangers associated with philosophism are not lost on Deleuze 
(and Guattari) and Badiou. For instance, Deleuze and Guattari implic-
itly and explicitly warned against using art for philosophical purposes
and sought instead to find the concepts proper to the aesthetic forms
they engaged with. Indeed, and as we saw in chapter two, during the 
period of collaboration begun by Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari 
sought time and again to locate various aesthetic forms at the heart
of their philosophy of difference, attributing to these forms a particu-
lar power or autonomy to dramatically effect movements in (political)
thought. By the time of their final work, What is Philosophy?, this belief 
in the autonomy of aesthetic forms had hardened into the strict separa-
tion of philosophy and the art-work. Turning to Badiou, it is clear that 
he also is concerned to distinguish philosophy from art and other dis-
ciplines (‘science’, ‘politics’ and ‘love’) with the aim of warding-off any
lurking philosophical imperialism. He argues, indeed, that ‘philosophy 
is under the conditions of art, science, politics and love, but it is always 
damaged, wounded, serrated by the evental and singular character of 
these conditions’ (Badiou, 2003, 101).

For all this, neither Deleuze (and Guattari) nor Badiou specifically 
address the excess of sensation that defines the experience of being in a 
dramatic event; drawn, as they are, either to the underlying sense or the 
overarching truth of the sensation itself. The drama in the experience 
of dramatic events, they both imply, must signal something else of sig-
nificance: this is the attitude of the philosopher, their shared philoso-
phism. Of course, Deleuze and Badiou are philosophers par excellence
so this charge hardly seems appropriate: it’s just what they do as phi-
losophers, is it not? Moreover, in separating philosophy from other dis-
ciplines or from its conditions, they share the desire to save philosophy 
from its destruction through absorption by other disciplines: Deleuze 
and Guattari’s What is Philosophy? and Badiou’s Manifesto for Philosophy
are two of the great texts in defence of philosophy to have come out of 
the twentieth century. As such, it may appear churlish to criticize them 
for being too philosophical! But this is not our point or concern here. 
Rather, it is their shared tendency, despite their shared recognition of 
what we are calling philosophism, to recognize the drama in dramatic
events only to treat it as absent or empty with regard to locating the
significance of what happened outside of the event itself. And, return-
ing to the method of dramatization, if we cannot find a satisfactory
way of locating the drama as it unfolds within the dramatic event, then 
the method remains too abstract. That is to say, we forgo the possibility 
of having some kind of direct experience that has a significance that 
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is intrinsic to the moment of dramatization as it occurs. At this point, 
our earlier question returns, with an added dimension: is it possible to
articulate the experience of being wrapped up in dramatic events while
avoiding the traps of empiricism, dogmatism and philosophism?

A clue to an answer to this question is given in a letter written by 
Deleuze and Guattari regarding the legacies of May ’68. In it they say 
that ‘the event creates a new existence’ (Deleuze, 2006, 234). Before it 
has either sense or truth, an event brings something into existence. This 
is crucial: while it is true to say that something has happened, what has
happened is that some thing has come into existence. Far from being the 
site of an absent or empty significance the dramatic event is full of some 
‘newly existing thing’. What is it that is brought into existence? This can-
not be answered at the level of representation, as that will depend upon
the state of affairs or the situation into which an event intervenes. Or, to
put it another way, it would be a mistake to say that it is always the same
‘thing’ that comes into existence. At the level of the  pre-representational,
however, we can borrow from Deleuze and Guattari an insightful way 
of talking about what happens when new things come into existence.
This brings us finally, then, to an encounter with their general aesthet-
ics, their wide-ranging discussion of art-work, as developed in What is 
Philosophy? (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 163–199).?

As is well known, Deleuze and Guattari speak in broad or general 
terms that an art-work preserves something of its moment of creation
within itself: not the artist’s intention, or labour, but the ‘bloc of sensa-
tions’ that it expresses (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 163–64). This ‘bloc
of sensations’ is ‘a compound of percepts and affects’ distinct from the
perceptions of the perceiver and the affections of those affected. It is a
‘bloc’ of sensations, therefore, because it is not simply some thing that g
some one then senses; it is a structured domain of intensity in which 
thing and person (the animal and its environment, the cinematic appa-
ratus and a spectator, language and its user etc) are implicated. Put like 
this, we see no reason why the dramatic event cannot be described as a 
work of art. This brings us to an ever more refined version of the prob-
lem animating this final chapter: from a philosophical perspective, the
problem with dramatic events is that they are works of art. Of course, 
this is not a problem if one assumes that this makes dramatic events ‘an 
art object’ capable of being incorporated with an aesthetic discourse. 
But to de-problematize dramatic events in this way would simply be to
reinstate the philosophism that we earlier criticized. If we wish to avoid
this philosophism, and we do, then it is better to retain the problematic 
nature of dramatic events from a philosophical point of view and then
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to consider the consequences that follow from thinking outside of this 
perspective.

It is worth underscoring that this suggestion, though drawn from 
What is Philosophy?, still sits in a problematic relationship to Deleuze’s ?
philosophy of the event. Further, it could be seen as dislocating the 
relationship between Deleuze’s and Badiou’s respective theories of the
event, particularly if we think of them in terms of an emphasis on con-
tinuity versus cut. For if, as we claim, the drama in dramatic events
can and must be presented in a direct and intrinsic experience (what 
Deleuze and Guattari call the ‘being of sensation’ that emerges in a 
structured domain of intensity) and that this can be achieved if the 
drama is treated as a work of art (rather than as an object to be used in 
the philosophical search for significance) then the dramatic event qua
art-work cuts open being and in doing so will condition any philosoph-
ical conceptualization of (the sense or truth) of that which has come 
into existence. This may well irritate Deleuzeans and Badiouians alike:
the Deleuzean will recognize that the construction of concepts is being
made subordinate to the production of works of art: the Badiouian that
the conditions of philosophy are being reduced from four to one. That 
said, our playwright may well recognize that the problem with dra-
matic events is only a problem for philosophers; for her, the drama of 
being in a dramatic event was that of being a part of a work of art and 
her play can be treated as simply another work of art, both standing
alone, both having an autonomy expressed through the being of the
sensations that emerge within the domain of their unfolding.

Passing over into sensation or abstraction?

Of course, we realize that making a claim on behalf of an artist (whether
imagined or real) against the dangers of philosophical imperialism is
still a provocation. The provocation being that this is merely the reas-
sertion of that imperialism, but under the cover of a new name. We
argued above that the problem of viewing dramatic events as works of 
art mysteriously disappears if, or as soon as, we recalibrate them as ‘art
objects’ which are then subject to an aesthetic discourse or words that 
clothe and smother, that smother by clothing. The reader has a right 
to be worried that there simply may be, as Jacques Rancière puts it, 
‘too many words’ that ‘comment’ on aesthetic practices, words which 
‘devour it’ (Rancière, 2007, 70). In this concluding part of the chapter
it will prove useful to bring Rancière briefly back into the picture, a 
picture that may get a little more complicated because of his presence. 
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We should already have a sense of the nature of this complication from
Rancière’s critique of Deleuze’s cinematic modernism outlined in the
previous chapter. And this critique can now be broadened to include
his and Guattari’s general aesthetics (Rancière, 2009, 73–74) as well as 
Badiou’s thinking on art (Rancière, 2004, 218–31). The general form of 
this critique comes by way of a Rancièrian concern or paradox that should 
be familiar by now: namely, that the philosopher-pedagogue seems to 
invest the art-work with an autonomy that robs it of autonomy. As he 
rather pointedly and caustically says in his discussion of the art-work 
in What is Philosophy?; ‘The very thing that makes the aesthetic “politi-
cal” stands in the way of all strategies for politicizing art’ (Rancière, 
2009, 73–74). That is to say, the philosopher claims no hierarchy exists 
between her or his disciplinary practice and aesthetic practices, suggest-
ing that what happens in the latter is its own autonomous preserve.
But what the philosopher often fails to appreciate is that the linguistic
currency of these investments in aesthetic autonomy (where currency 
here can be read as the philosophical meta-language that is downloaded
onto art-works, whether a Badiouian idea of ‘Inaesthetics’, the Deleuze-
Guattarian notion of the ‘being of sensation’, or whatever else) are such 
that they bear no real significance on what actually happens in aesthetic 
practices of various sorts. From this Rancièrian perspective, perhaps the 
real danger of philosophism is neither wrongly clothing nor unfairly
devouring, but that it remains standing alone, living in abstraction, try-
ing to trade on a currency that has no worth as such.

So not only does Rancière pose a difficulty to philosophers such as 
Badiou and Deleuze (and Guattari) in a manner that we could find
interesting, provocative and indeed useful, he also, potentially, impli-
cates our own argument which rests, you will recall, on the following 
possibility: namely, retaining the idea of the problematic nature of dra-
matic events from a philosophical point of view and then considering
the consequences that follow from thinking outside this perspective.
And we have suggested that this entails an aestheticizing move whereby 
philosophism is met head-on by the notion of the dramatic event as a 
work of art that stands alone, that has some kind of autonomy to cut 
open being (to bring something new into existence) in ways that condi-
tion any philosophical meta-language that would then seek to attribute
concepts to it. But, again, the question then reasserts itself: have we
simply replaced philosophism with a form of aestheticism, a new phi-
losophism in everything but name?

Restaging a potentially Rancièrian critique in this way is a useful
reminder about the persistently problematic nature of philosophism, 
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a problem that cannot be conceptually wished away or dealt with by 
easy or quick investments in aesthetic autonomy. Now, the linguis-
tic currency of our investment in aesthetic autonomy is clearly more
Deleuze-Guattarian than Badiouian, as the idea of the art-work ‘stand-
ing alone’ is very much Deleuze and Guattari’s explicit concern in 
What is Philosophy? When thinking about dramatic events the key,
for us at least, is not to utilize the imagery that Deleuze and Guattari
evoke when they talk about art-works as the opportunity for a quick 
philosophical investment: here their words become subject to logics 
analogous to product branding, public relations, and before we know it
‘marketing appears as the concept itself’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 
146). Against this kind of interpretation, and clearly in line with the 
method of dramatization as we have been developing it, it is crucial to
encounter Deleuze and Guattari’s words for their aesthetic provocation,
their dramatic effects. This, of course, was one of the key points that
we made in the language chapter. Indeed, it was a crucial aspect of our
rejoinder to the Rancièrian and Badiouian critiques in the cinema chap-
ter; namely, that they rested too contentedly in their view that Deleuze 
(and Guattari) are philosophical pedagogues, rather than seeing them
as dramatists bringing concepts to life. And, now, as we head toward a 
conclusion, it is worth trying to recapture or re-emphasize the signifi-
cance of this approach to Deleuze and Guattari’s work.

To be sure, Deleuze and Guattari (and indeed Badiou), despite all their
protestations otherwise, can be viewed as philosophers whose pedagog-
ical paternalism can be subject to critical scrutiny. But this, rather caus-
tic, reading is itself limited (and this means that our critical remarks in 
relation to Badiou, Deleuze and Guattari in this chapter, and indeed 
throughout the book, are also to some degree implicated in this context)
to the extent that it becomes fixated on viewing the philosopher’s words 
only from the point of view of some supposedly didactic-conceptual 
function. However, if we open ourselves up to an encounter with the 
words Deleuze and Guattari particularly use in their discussion of how
the art-work should and can ‘stand up on its own’ in a text like What is
Philosophy?, we can potentially experience something else; something 
else can happen. Again, we find ourselves coming back to stressing the
significance of the performative and self-consciously creative or writerly 
form of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy, how their arguments can
produce effects of various sorts. So, for instance, rather than reading 
Deleuze and Guattari as philosophers working in abstraction to con-
struct a modernist canon of art-works in What is Philosophy? we might 
want to view them (once again in line with Lecercle’s  suggestion), as 
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‘literary modernists’, artists or dramatists practicing ‘philosophy as a 
kind of writing, with a vengeance’ (Lecercle, 2010, 128).

And with Lecercle’s suggestive remarks in mind, it is worth turning 
to the first few sentences in chapter seven of What is Philosophy? where 
Deleuze and Guattari begin to dramatize and to capture the sense that 
the art-work has an autonomy or a capacity to stand up alone. They 
write:

The young man will smile for as long as the canvas lasts. Blood throbs
under the skin of a woman’s face, the wind shakes a branch, a group
of men prepare to leave. In a novel or a film, the young man will stop
smiling, but he will start smiling again when we turn to this page or
that moment. Art preserves, and it is the only thing in the world that 
is preserved ... The young girl maintains the pose that she has had for 
five thousand years, a gesture that no longer depends on whoever
made it. The air still has the turbulence, the gust of wind, and the 
light that it had that day last year, and it no longer depends on who-
ever was breathing it that morning. If art preserves it does not do so 
like industry, by adding a substance to make a thing last. The thing
became independent of its “model” from the start ... And it is no less 
independent of the viewer or hearer ... What about the creator? It is
independent of the creator through the self-positing of the created,
which is preserved in itself. What is preserved – the thing or the work 
of art – is a bloc of sensations, that is to say, a compound of affects and 
percepts. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, 163–64)

As we pointed out earlier, the ‘bloc of sensations’ that Deleuze and
Guattari’s words here evoke is what the art-work is said to preserve in
itself. The art-work stands up on its own to the extent that it remains 
‘independent’ or autonomous from its creator, from its potential audi-
ence, from its material situation, and even from the medium or form in
and through which it is expressed. Something happens in the art-work,
something new is created, a cut in being, the structuring of a domain of 
intensity. Now, the question of whether Deleuze and Guattari’s words in
the passage above merely attribute concepts (‘bloc of sensations’, ‘affects
and percepts’) to explain what supposedly happens when art-works are
created, or the question of whether their words and philosophical meta-
language or meta-narrative (‘art as the being of sensation’) are actually 
the creative force which shapes or mediates our sense of the art-work 
in advance and in the abstract, can, of course, be questions framed 
in caustically critical terms, but there is nothing necessary or indeed
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productive in this. For what if we were to say that, yes, the creative
force and dramatic impact of Deleuze and Guattari’s words shapes or 
gives rise to a particular sensory experience or sensation, but that here
the power of their words immediately expresses the sense of something
dramatic that is brought into existence (say, problems or questions con-
cerning how we can possibly have a smile without a bodily form, or 
the five thousand year pose, or an image of aesthetic creation that is
somehow different to, or autonomous from, ‘industry’ and so on) and
that this then can be experienced as a cut in being, as something that 
has happened. Could we not say that Deleuze and Guattari’s own lit-
erary and creative use of language performs a dramatizing function,
whereby their words always-already have the potential to directly pass 
over into a sensation? ‘The writer’s specific materials’, say Deleuze and
Guattari, ‘are words and syntax that ... passes into sensation’ (Deleuze 
and Guattari, 1994, 167).
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At the beginning of the book we speculated about the broader implica-
tions that could be said to follow from the establishment and defence of 
a Deleuze–Guattarian method of dramatization, even suggesting pos-
sible future lines of enquiry, or some contexts and ways in which the 
method could be further put to work. Indeed, in the latter part of the
book, we began to put the method to work in the context of a discussion
about the nature of language, cinema and the significance of events.
We would like, by way of conclusion, to provide three propositions that, 
to our minds, help further crystallize some important implications of 
the method as we have developed it. Our hope is that these propositions 
are read, at least in part, as stage directions, slogans even, that can be 
used, abused, and performed anew by creative reader-actors. Needless to 
say, this list of propositions is hardly exhaustive, and there is no way we 
would want to begin to try to predict how the method of dramatization 
will get picked up and used (if at all). But we nonetheless offer the fol-
lowing as a series of suggestive remarks that indicate how we think the 
method could be put to work in the future.

Philosophers have only interpreted the world,
the point is to dramatize it!

In chapter two, we situated Deleuze and Guattari’s method of dramati-
zation in relation to Marx’s famous thesis eleven (McLellan, 2000, 173).
Like Marx, Deleuze and Guattari work with a concept of change that 
has a distinct epistemological resonance. We know the world through 
changing it. We acquire or access knowledge about the political world 
(i.e., political concepts) through the activity of making it different. Of 
course, ‘changing it’ or ‘making it different’ here means ‘dramatizing 
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it’, and dramatizing it in a way that holds the normative implications 
of its particular dramatic unfolding in suspense. In important respects,
Deleuze and Guattari are heirs to a critical tradition that is in turn 
shaped by a resolutely modern philosophical method: the Cartesian
spirit or assumption that a sound and rigorous method is one that can 
help us distinguish knowledge about the political world from the mere 
opinions that may operate or circulate through it. Clearly, this gets 
complicated in Deleuze and Guattari as knowledge becomes a practical
activity that sets in motion all settled dualisms (including, needless to
say, ‘knowledge’ versus the ‘doxa’) through the process of intensifica-
tion that Deleuze called dramatization.

And by holding in suspense the normative implications that fol-
low from the practicing of the method of dramatization, Deleuze and
Guattari’s political philosophy sits in a stubbornly and persistently
critical relationship to the dominant mode of doing political philoso-
phy; namely, the doing of normative or moral philosophy (again we 
have very much in mind the communicative turns that animate and 
encircle so much of contemporary liberal political thought). Indeed, 
and as we suggested at the end of the first chapter, the method of dram-
atization directs us to an interrogation of the dominant disciplinary 
modes and critical methodologies of political thought. And it is obvi-
ously in light of this broader impulse that our critical interrogation
of Habermas undertaken in chapter one is to be viewed. But this is
only one example of a particular critical reading (focusing, you will
recall, on how Habermas’s argument for the priority of communicative
action got dramatized and brought to life by way of a linguistic or rhe-
torical form that restaged it, paradoxically, as a series of strategic and 
non-negotiable ‘order-words’ or imperatives) one potential use of the 
method among many others.

Rather than putting the method to work in order to interrogate criti-
cally the dramatizing strategies of contemporary political theorists of 
influence (whether Habermas, Taylor, or Berlin, to mention a few others 
that figured briefly in our discussions previously), we could turn our 
attention to the history of philosophy and political thought. And rather
than focusing very specifically on the literary and rhetorical style of 
political theorists (as we did in our analysis of texts such as The Theory 
of Communicative Action and Moral Consciousness and Communicative 
Action) we could think, for example, about the way political thought gets 
dramatized in relation to emerging media, cultural, or technological
forms. This, of course, is one of Deleuze’s concerns in the cinema books
we discussed in chapter five, a crucial problem or question raised by 
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his cinematic modernism; namely, how does the emergence of cinema
as a medium or technological form shape, or even engender, thinking?
Now, the history of Western thought (political and otherwise) is replete 
with examples of how new, or emerging, technological forms’ impact
on it and bring it to life. For example, we could go back to the Cartesian 
method and look again, say, at how Descartes’ concept of perception
brings into play the developing technology of optics and lens-based 
media. For instance, when Descartes seems to suggest the possibility
that perceived objects can and ‘do imprint very perfect images on the
back of our eyes’ he does so by making the following connection:

Some people have very ingeniously explained this ... by comparison
with the images that appear in a chamber, when having it completely
closed except for a single hole, and having put in front of this hole a 
glass in the form of a lens, we stretch behind, at a specific distance, 
a white cloth on which the light that comes from the objects outside 
forms these images. For they say that this chamber represents the 
eye; this hole, the pupil; this lens, ... all those parts of the parts of the
eye that cause refraction; and this cloth, the interior membrane ... . 
(Descartes, 2001, 100)

By foregrounding the relation between developing thought and devel-
oping technological, media, cultural, aesthetic forms in this way, the
method of dramatization can orient us to a series of research questions 
and problems that tend not to be at the forefront of the minds of schol-
ars working in the history of political thought. As we have implicitly 
and explicitly argued throughout the book, putting the method of 
dramatization to work means that we take very seriously the idea that
the very formulation of concepts is conditioned and dramatized in and 
though a variety of forms and genres; that (political) concepts come
to us from a range of places, and that a critical sensitivity to this is
a crucial acknowledgement of the openness and pluralism of political
thought itself. This brings us neatly to our second proposition.

Political Theory is not the pursuit of an exclusive minority!

For us, one of the most immediate and obvious ways of thinking about 
the openness and pluralism of political thought is to begin to reflect 
on how political concepts get dramatized all around us. As we said in
chapter one, the dramatization of political concepts is densely woven
into the fabric of everyday life. And if political theory is an activity that 
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presupposes the creation of political concepts whose purpose is to help 
us access the domain of the political, then it can never be the occupa-
tion of an exclusive minority. Or, perhaps more accurately, if political
theory is understood and practiced as though it is the property of an
exclusive minority, then it is immediately impoverished and curtailed.
Of course, this happens all the time; it is a constant danger. For state-
funded academics like us there is the obvious problem of institutionali-
zation and its attending dangers of abstraction (we become the product
or commodity that the institution demands according to its own logic,
a logic that often fails to connect in any significant way to the social
and political world) and repression (the logics we follow operate pre-
cisely in a fashion that stop us from engaging in productive thought).
Deleuze, in the following passage of Dialogues, says it all when he says:

The history of philosophy has always been the agent of power in 
philosophy, and even in thought. It has played the represser’s role: 
how can you think without having read Plato, Descartes, Kant and 
Heidegger, and so-and-so’s book about them? A formidable school of 
intimidation ... manufactures specialists in thought ... . An image of 
thought called philosophy has been formed historically and it effec-
tively stops people from thinking. (Deleuze and Parnet, 1987, 13)

It is striking the extent to which Deleuze’s particular remarks here can
be made to resonate through the culture industry that has inevitably
grown up around his and Guattari’s work. Can we begin to talk of a 
formidable school of intimidation in Deleuze and Guattari studies, the 
manufacture of specialists in Deleuze–Guattarian thought? Is it possible 
to think about the importance of Deleuze and Guattari’s work without
having read so-and-so’s book about them, or the key figures in the his-
tory of philosophy that influenced them (Bergson, Spinoza, Nietzsche
and so on  ...)? These are persistently problematic tendencies and we do 
not pretend for one second to be immune to them. What we would
say here, however, is that the exclusivist and parochial aspects of any
given form of thinking (Deleuze–Guattarian or otherwise) will always 
get opened up through their dramatization; that is, in and through the 
ways in which concepts get brought to life. And during the course of the
book we have obviously tried to make a play of this. On the one hand,
we have done this by pointing to the resonant, provocative and engag-
ing form in which Deleuze and Guattari think or, more particularly 
from our point of view, do political philosophy (hence the importance
we placed in chapter four on Deleuze and Guattari’s writing style, their 
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use of humour and slogans and so on). And, on the other hand, we 
have stressed how their way of doing political thought, their method, 
can be put to work (hence the way in which we folded that discussion
of humour and slogans into a particular analysis of Belfast as a post-
conflict city).

Actually, it is worth returning to our discussion of Belfast in this con-
text. For, as we emphasized, the concept of Belfast as a post-conflict city 
comes to us from a range of places and via a number of cultural and aes-
thetic forms. These, to repeat, include: commercial discourses relating 
to property development and urban regeneration, local and regional
news media, television, film and architecture. Further, there is always
the potential for an intermingling of forms here, a pluralism or series of 
media that can connect up in the conjuncture in particular ways. We
could think, in this respect, about the public art and sculpture that has 
emerged in the city since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement 
in 1998. As built form, public art and sculpture immediately connects
to the visual-cum-spatial grammar of architecture, but it also can do
the work of urban regeneration, connecting, as it does, to the domi-
nant commercial discourses and business interests that play through 
the development of the urban environment. As we discussed above,
the notion of Belfast as a post-conflict city does its work in the social
formation by operating as a promise: that we are seeing the emergence 
of a form of public life no longer primarily shaped by the antagonisms
generated by political motivated violence. This promise functions nor-
matively, gesturing, as it does, towards an ideal to which the city must 
move, rather than as a description of an actually existing state of affairs. 
How, then, does public art and sculpture figure here?

Public art in Belfast conceptualizes and politicizes the city precisely 
by expressing the desire for its de-politicization. By this we mean that it
seeks to foster a de-politicization of public space, where ‘de-politicization 
of public space’ means the attempted neutralization of any lingering
sectarian striations and the promotion of a smooth and welcoming
space amenable to consumption (Dewesbury and Porter, 2010). This is
particularly the case in the city-centre of Belfast, where the potential
for neutralizing or smoothing out space is undoubtedly greater than in 
those other parts of the city that are still indelibly marked by a persist-
ent and enduring sectarian striation (Shirlow and Murtagh, 2006). Two 
things are immediately worth bearing in mind when considering how 
public art functions in the city-centre of Belfast. First, there is the visual 
potential of public art to work as spectacle or icon, and (at least in terms
of the commercial agenda of emphasizing how Belfast is a city open
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for business) public art in this context can function as a visual marker,
or ‘gateway’, that informs potential consumer-citizens and consumer-
tourists of their arrival in a city that is set up to meet their consumptive
needs. Second, there is the architectural and geographical potential of 
public art to map public space in highly codified ways, or in accord-
ance with a commercial logic of consumption. Put simply: public art in 
Belfast can, and indeed does, map a retail circuit (the notion of the ‘retail t
circuit’ figures prominently and strongly in current local and national 
discourses of governance and in the justifications for the public fund-
ing of public art-works in Belfast and in Northern Ireland more gen-
erally) for consumer-citizens and consumer-tourists, literally orienting
them around in the city in the same way, say, that crowds of shoppers 
are directed in stores like IKEA.

So, while, on the one hand, we can think of public art as the smooth-
ing out of public space, rendering it more amenable to consumption, 
this presupposes codifying, shaping, striating the space in particular
ways, or in accordance with a logic of consumption. Rough with the
smooth, we might say, as the patterning or striating movements that
attend the desire for capital flow and accumulation (in this case, the 
desire for the contents of consumer’s wallets to find their way into the 
shops in Belfast city-centre or, more broadly still, the desire for inward 
investment into the social-political formation) give rise to processes of 
smoothing; or, what Deleuze and Guattari would refer to as the emer-
gence of ‘smooth capital’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, 492).

Coming back to the implications that follow from the method of 
dramatization, our point in referring again to Belfast is a suggestive, and
hopefully, simple one. For while we, as political theorists, could write a
political theory of contemporary ‘post-conflict’ Belfast (its ideology of 
consumption, the role that property developers and business interests 
have played in ‘normalizing’, remaking or smoothing out the city and
so on), nothing for us more forcefully dramatizes the concept of Belfast
as a post-conflict city than its developing built environment and form,
whether public art, or domestic and commercial property development. 
So in order to write this political theory, and in order to write it bet-
ter, with more forceful purpose, vitality and resonant power, it would
undoubtedly be productive for us to also take a walk around and orient 
ourselves in Belfast to see how the notion of the ‘post-conflict’ city is 
being conceptualized within the shifting spaces of urban and property-
commercial development. As Deleuze and Guattari were often fond of 
saying, going out for a stroll and experiencing a little wind from the
outside can be productive, and we think political theorists like us (and,
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dare we say it, like you too) need to get out more. This brings us to our 
final proposition.

Make political philosophy an event or,
what amounts to the same thing, an art-work!

As we said in chapter three, there is nothing in being a professional, 
state-funded, thinker that privileges such individuals when it comes
to the dramatization of political concepts. If the political thinker, the 
political philosopher, is to become, in Deleuze and Guattari’s phrasing, 
the ‘friend of the concept’, then she needs to be willing to make an event 
of thought. This, of course, is a slogan that we have used throughout the 
book, and the concept of the event gets its most detailed treatment in
chapter six. What do we now have to say on the matter, particularly as 
we move towards our conclusion? Well, we wish simply to reiterate the
importance of thinking the event in relation to the art-work. For us,
there is no reason why we cannot describe the activity of doing political 
philosophy, the dramatization of political concepts, in aesthetic terms. 
Political philosophy preserves something in the moment of its creation, 
a sensation or series of sensations, a structured domain of intensity. 
This structured domain of intensity or series of sensations is intrinsic
to the moment(s) of its dramatic unfolding, what we have been calling 
a ‘dramatic event’. So if we took our own advice and decided to take
a walk around Belfast in order to get a feel or an experience of how 
the post-conflict city is being dramatized in and through the shifting
spaces of urban and property-commercial development, then we would
need to be alive to how this experience would be intrinsic to what it is
that happens to us in those moments when we are traversing the city. 
Of course, we could only speculate about the particular significance of 
this (whether we might be charmed by an experience of the ‘retail cir-
cuit’ that plays into a desire to think of Belfast as a city that has moved
on from a more troubled past, or, conversely, whether the smoothness 
of this consumptive experience might precipitate depressing thoughts 
concerning the city’s homogenization and conformity with flows of 
global capital), but a general point remains: we only know, access, polit-
ically conceptualize, the city in the moments of its dramatization as 
such, only when they pass over into sensation(s).

In an important sense, then, we are saying that political philoso-
phers need to start thinking like artists or, better still, thinking along
with artists. How do we create concepts that productively pass over
into sensation(s)? How do we bring concepts to life in a way that 
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affectively resonates, provokes and stays with those who engage our 
work? What are the appropriate materials, media, aesthetic forms or
genre in creating a live event that allows for participation and exper-
imentation beyond the contingencies of the moment? How do we 
avoid the failure of fashioning concepts that simply fall flat and dead 
on the ground? These, and many others no doubt, will be the kinds 
of questions that we are provoked to ask and pursue now that we have 
encountered the Deleuze–Guattarian method of dramatization. And
by posing and pursuing questions such as these, the paid-up, state-
funded, professional political philosopher can operate within social
and political registers that are more conducive to collaborations with 
artists. For us, it is question of viewing the membrane that separates 
political practices and aesthetic practices as increasingly porous, of 
being open to moving through the emerging spaces in which aes-
thetic and political practices resonate and connect up. This is indeed 
a rather rare move for those working within the disciplinary con-
fines of political theory. And many a political theorist will no doubt
remain to be convinced.

There are, of course, some notable exceptions. For example, there 
is Simon Critchley’s recent collaborative work with the novelist Tom 
McCarthy under the banner of The International Necronautical Society 
(INS) (Critchley, 2010, 102–122). As ‘general secretary’ and ‘chief phi-
losopher’ respectively, McCarthy and Critchley collaborated on the
INS ‘Declaration of Inauthenticity’. This was delivered at an event 
in Tate Britain, London. The lecturers purporting to be the ‘general 
secretary’ and ‘chief philosopher’, however, were not McCarthy and 
Critchley, but two actors hired to perform the ideas. The lecture, to put 
it rather crudely perhaps, became a piece of performance art. Clearly, 
from the point of view of the method of dramatization, Critchley’s 
collaboration with McCarthy and participation more generally in INS 
is extremely suggestive in that it forged a set of direct links between 
philosophy, literature, art and dramatization all bound together by 
an event. More particularly, it is interesting to note Critchley’s rather 
pointed remarks about how the event at Tate Britain was received 
within academia, and within academic philosophy in particular. 
That is to say, when asked by Carl Cederstrom whether they got any 
response from the ‘world of philosophy’, Critchley replies: ‘resound-
ing silence, as is usually the case’ (Critchley, 2010, 115). The event
did not register at all in philosophical circles; it failed to engage a
constituency who presumably view practices such as these as beyond
the purview of their concerns.



Conclusion 143

Critchley’s experience in this context brings to mind the very real dif-
ficulties and dangers in finding the appropriate materials to use when
trying to bring concepts to life and indeed the resistance within aca-
demic circles to the intuition that concepts can have a liveness, accessi-
bility and resonance precisely to the extent that they are performed and 
dramatized. It also, for us, acutely brings into focus the significance of 
providing a clear ontological or philosophical defence of the method of 
dramatization such as we mounted earlier in the book (particularly in 
chapter three). For it is not enough to say that those philosophers who
ignore the art-work or aesthetic practices are culturally-politically con-
servative or parochial in their interests. Their failing is much more dra-
matic than that. For they fail on philosophical-political grounds; they
fail to understand how concepts and the activity of conceptualization,
implies a drama that necessarily and inevitably plays through it. Such 
is the important and resonant provocation of the Deleuze–Guattarian
method of dramatization.
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