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Deleuze and World Politics



The central argument of this book is that the univocal ontology and corres ponding immanent metaphysics of the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995) can provide a theoretical perspective capable of accounting for the complex nature of world politics. Drawing on a wide variety of Deleuze’s writings, it develops a thorough investigation of his ontology and metaphysics as they pertain to core questions of world politics such as power, identity, hierarchy, space, time, territory and the state. The book explores the dynamics of contemporary world politics and issues by focusing on the ‘anti-’ or ‘alter-globalization movement’ (AGM). It analyses several approaches to social and political theory which deal explicitly with the AGM including global governance theory, international relations, social move ment theory, Marxism, and post-Marxism. These are contrasted with a larger Deleuzian theory which can be of use when addressing the diffuse and often par adoxical aspects of world politics. Deleuze’s work poses a major challenge to traditional understanding of global politics and this book will be of considerable interest to researchers and students of social and political theory, critical international relations and globalization studies. Peter Lenco teaches Global Governance at Bielefeld University, Germany.
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Preface



The research behind this book began as an attempt to understand various subjec tivities of resistance using Deleuze, but during the course of the initial research I became overwhelmed by an ever-increasing field of questions about Deleuze’s philosophy which seemed more and more to destabilize the integrity of the argu ment. In searching for answers to these questions I came to see that something much more general and perhaps practical could be said about Deleuze and world politics; in other words, I realized that Deleuze’s philosophy was much more comprehensive than ‘just’ a philosophy of minoritarian resistances. This insight began to steer the direction of the work towards the social sciences where it was clear that such an approach to Deleuze was sorely needed and yet sadly lacking. As a result of this process, the book is very much interdisciplinary, and walks a fine line between sociology, politics, International Relations and philosophy. Such a broad scope, however, not only reflects that virtuosic range of subjects dealt with in the more familiar A Thousand Plateaus, but perhaps more import antly signals the super-theoretical nature of Deleuze’s thought. In effect Deleuze, like all good philosophers, offers no philosophy of world politics, only philo sophy tout court. Amid this therefore necessary wide scope, I hope that like- minded readers will find a resonance with their own research paths. Since putting down the pen on this book (early in 2009) there has been an exponential increase in the number of books on Deleuze in areas as diverse as law and architecture. And although the present work does not directly address these texts it is hoped that it will connect with them in various, wondrous ways in what will surely be seen as an interesting decade of Deleuze studies and Deleuze interventions, in the social sciences in particular. Also, although the majority of the research and writing of this book was done between 2005 and 2008, as the final touches were being applied, many polities in the world began to voice their dissatisfaction and challenge the status quo of seemingly intract able regimes. Regardless of their significance and direction, it is precisely these kinds of well-grounded yet complex, singular yet related, wholly unpredictable yet seemingly inevitable lines of political activity that this books seeks to address. This book would never have been possible without the enormous input and assistance of others. Of tremendous support in terms of encouragement and



x   Preface suggestions was the political science graduate research team at Bielefeld Univer sity. Of these fine colleagues I would like to single out Suna Aydemir, Jan Helmig, Eva Herschinger, Oliver Kessler, Martin Koch, Tobias Kohl, Stephan Stetter, and Jochen Walter for their patient open-mindedness in discussing early drafts of chapters. I want to especially and sincerely thank Mathias Albert for his continuous scholarly support and professional advice. Bielefeld University as a whole was extremely good to me and I thank the Bielefeld Graduate School in History and Sociology and the Institute for World Society Studies for their gen erous financial and material support. Special thanks also goes to the people at Routledge: first of all to the anonym ous referees who read various stages of the manuscript for their criticisms and suggestions, and who not only shielded the manuscript against a number of errors, but acted as a sounding board in the difficult process of introducing Deleuze’s philosophy to the study of world politics. Craig Fowlie deserves acknowledgement for deftly steering the manuscript through the review process, and Nicola Parkin did an exemplary job bringing the author through the practical stages of publication. Finally I would like to thank my family, in particular the unknowing contri bution of Arun and Ilya, and now Hanan. The book is irrevocably intertwined with these beautiful people. My deepest thanks go to my wife, Daniela Kempkens, who in uncountable ways saw me through the research, writing, and publishing phases of this project with patience and good humour. This book is dedicated to her. Bielefeld May 2011
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Introduction



As the world settled into the post-Cold War era, one of the most often heard refrains in the study of world politics was that theorists lacked the concepts, methods, conceptual tools, or vocabulary to understand or account for global affairs. Such sentiments continue to be found across a broad spectrum of discip lines. Looking broadly at the socio-political literature, it seems as if the building blocks, the independent variables, of the study of world politics are increasingly under challenge, unsettling the research agendas of those fields concerned with this area of study. We are told by scholars that the political world today, and cer tainly increasingly over the past decades (and in every likelihood increasingly into the future) is characterized by fluidity over stability, change over fixidity, ambiguous forces over clear processes, ignorance over knowledge, and paradox over clear logic. Nothing seems to stand still and analyses of elements and actors tend to be less clear than they once seemed, especially in the mainstream of various academic pursuits including but not limited to sociology, political science, and international relations (IR). The actual forces cited as contributing to this confusion and disorder include glocalization, integration, and disinteg ration, the periphery coming to the centre, and both the apparent loss and strengthening of identity. Within this context one of the most striking developments in recent years that challenges a great many of the received categories of social science inquiry is the so-called anti- or alter-globalization movement (or simply ‘AGM’). Gener ally, it has been extremely challenging to employ traditional modes of inquiry to the speed and ephemeral nature of the AGM, as if theory in general has not kept pace with empirical findings. And although innovations in complexity, network, systems, and transnational studies, as well as the influences of postmodernist and post-structuralist theory have met some of the challenges, a firm understanding of the AGM remains elusive. This is not only due to its breadth and complexity, but the way it in which it morphs, changes, and develops, sometimes in many seemingly contrary directions at once. The starting point for this book is that the AGM is not just an isolated aspect of contemporary affairs, but rather is indica tive of world politics in general. The central argument of this book is that the univocal ontology and corresponding immanent metaphysics of the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995) can go considerable distance towards



2   Introduction providing a theoretical perspective capable of accounting for the complex nature of world politics as exemplified by the AGM. Coming out of the first decade of the twentieth century, marked by terrorism, war, as well as financial and economic failure, one might reasonably question the theoretical and political relevance of the AGM. This is particularly the case given that the esteem of the institutions of neoliberalism – the putative Other of the AGM during the 1990s – has dropped significantly in the eyes of mainstream government policy makers and the global public in general. However, the appar ent demise of the Washington Consensus which, as many have pointed out, was more indicative of classical American imperialism rather than the smooth space of Empire, has once more pushed the nature of world politics towards more ambiguous, diffuse, and open-ended processes. And once again so-called ‘move ments from below’ are gaining prominence in the political discourse, and not only through mass protest. This persists in the wide and varied transnational social movements, but perhaps more significantly, it is nowhere more striking than in the ‘emerging economies’, whose polities now have an enhanced and more direct connection to the world order due to enhanced political and eco nomic capabilities and through such institutions as the G20. But even if the AGM proper were a thing of the past, there has never been an acceptable post- mortem. In fact, there has been little agreement on what the AGM is or was, with some arguing as fervently as ever about its theoretical and analytical importance, and others having dismissed it out of hand long ago. The fact is, as this book and especially the first chapter will try to show, that the apparent nov elty and impenetrability of the AGM has never been acceptably clarified, nor has there been any rigorous analysis of it that would please even an acceptable minority of commentators, supporters, and critics. On top of all this, engage ments with the AGM, whether in the media or academia, have been rife with ideological and normative posturing, clouding any analytical insights that might be gained. In another sense, understanding the AGM is urgent in the context of this book since it is taken to be indicative of world politics – but only as one aspect of many. Others would include all manner of transnational ties, be they global epistemic communities, lines of technical transfer, or financial flows and regimes of (de-)regulation, as well as various associations of violence, such as terrorist networks, the arms trade, and additionally irregular forces and clandes tine intelligence operations. In other words, given the thrust of the overall argu ment, one could write a different book using these other exemplary aspects of world politics. In this sense the book pays homage to what I take to be the tenor of Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus (1987), namely, treating differ ent cases (war, psychoanalysis, linguistics, etc.) with Deleuze’s unique theor etical and analytical lens. To be sure, some domains such as demographics and public opinion polling have less to gain from the nomad science presented here, but a nomad science of other ‘hard realities’ such as nuclear weapons, for example, would make an interesting study. Thus the AGM presents an excellent laboratory for developing novel approaches to these complex and often ambigu ous phenomena.



Introduction   3 The central argument of this book rests on the notion of difference. The act of distinguishing between two or more entities is integral to the philosophical tradi tion of the West, and is one of the fundamentals of scientific investigation. We say that one country is different from another in such and such a respect; that one person is different from another in so many ways. And yet such a notion of difference is highly unstable. As Deleuze argues, and as explored in this book, such difference only functions with entities locatable midway between Being and individuals. Distinguishing between large categories such as animals and minerals is not very effective with such a notion of difference; likewise distin guishing between small differences. How does one meaningfully differentiate between two individuals, say, Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault? There is no way, in a general sense, to distinguish them as members of a large set, for there is nothing general that makes one belong more to that set (‘human’, for example) than the other. Risking the propagation of another neologism, one might say that Western science suffers from ‘a crisis of difference’. But is any alternative avail able? Deleuze thinks there is and that it is found not in difference within the concept (animal A is different from animal B through differentia x and y), but in the notion of difference as a concept in itself. He calls this true difference or real difference, wherein entities need not rely on other entities for their difference. Such difference differentiates itself, thus providing the foundation for a compel ling and ultimately elegant theory of both stability and emergence. The methodology proposed by this book – as emphasized in the title – hinges on the notion of science.1 What Deleuze refers to as nomad science, as will become clear in the following chapters, is an approach that is empiricist without being positivist, post-structuralist but materialist. It is a science insofar that it has clear methodological principles, an unrelenting adherence to the dictates of logic, is parsimonious and comprehensive, and has a distinct notion of the thinker and what thinking is. On pages 361–2 of A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and Guattari lay out what is involved in such a science. It is one that favours the hydraulic model over the solid, becoming over the eternal, ‘curvilinear declina tion’ over straight lines, and the problematic over the theorematic. ‘Favours’ here must be understood in such a way that the second term in the couplet is not rejected altogether, but that the first of the couplet is taken to be primary and ultimately determines the second. In this book I refer to this as the two-poled approach. I argue that precisely this kind of thinking – this nomad science – is particularly well suited to understanding the complexities and flows which are characteristic of world politics as exemplified by the AGM, and it does this without recourse to essence, categories of Being, or hylomorphism. With such bold claims it becomes obvious that this is no easy task, but when applied com prehensively, a nomad science addresses many of the challenges confronting contemporary social and political theory. Properly employed it amounts to no less than a challenge to some notions that form the basis of scientific investiga tion in the broad Western tradition. With a consistent notion of difference it dis mantles the edifice of social science research, though the goal is not the latter’s total destruction. What nomad science does highlight is that what is generally



4   Introduction thought of as Western science precludes a rigorous and consistent account of contemporary world politics. From this perspective the science of Rousseau, Marx, Durkheim, or Bordieu is not, in itself, sufficient for understanding the complexity of contemporary global affairs. The analysis in this book is admittedly theory driven. That is to say rather than focusing predominantly on protests, social fora, and indigenous movements it devotes most of its energy to the analysis of the various theoretical approaches to such phenomena and subsequently a great deal of time to Deleuze. In other words, those seeking a sociological account of the AGM derived from field research will not find it here. Instead, this book uses the AGM rather as an ana lytic signifier, engaging in a theory of politics rather than political theory. Any attention the AGM receives is primarily to investigate in sufficient detail the shortcomings and difficulties of contemporary socio-political theory. The reason for such theoretical depth lies in the pay-off: a deployment of Deleuze’s philo sophy that goes considerable distance in addressing – and perhaps overcoming – the weaknesses inherent in current scientific investigations of contemporary global affairs. But there are challenges. First, it is exceedingly difficult to unpack Deleuze in a way meaningful to a social science investigation, and there is great divergence amongst the variety of Deleuzian ‘approaches’ to date. Because of this, when encountering Deleuze, readers, unarmed against such theoretical vari ance, can often be overwhelmed by the philosophical jargon and left feeling merely inspired or worse, put off. Second, those who have indeed been intro duced to Deleuze’s philosophy need a certain amount of background to under stand my particular reading and how I wish to employ it for the question of the AGM and world politics. This investigation will not treat Deleuze as an artefact – unchanging, originary – but rather as a living player in an unfolding drama of theory. Thus, while great attention will be paid to the works of Deleuze, some time will be spent considering his reception and the various influences from commentators such as Paul Patton, Manuel Delanda, and Constantin Boundas. One initial question for the reader might be, why Gilles Deleuze? The answer is that he devoted most of his career which spanned more than four decades dealing with questions of change, difference, and even politics. However, despite a handful of publications addressing themes that might be of interest to research ers of social movements, IR, or international political sociology, there has been as yet no systematic study of his thought which delivers a detailed analysis of his philosophical positions pertaining to the study of world politics. Moreover there is certainly room to decouple Deleuze somewhat from general post-structuralist critique – and certainly postmodern experiments – and to apply his thought more as anti-representationalist or as in the tradition of process philosophy to the ana lytical problems of world politics.2 Although this book does not put forward the thesis that the only worthwhile analytical lens through which to study the AGM is the Deleuzian one, based on the investigation of Deleuze’s political ontology it will argue that Deleuze provides a comprehensive and compelling analysis of such a broad spectrum of activity such as the AGM which can offset, comple ment, or guide other research perspectives.



Introduction   5 Having said all this, it is worth acknowledging the considerable amount of hesitation or inertia when making dramatic shifts in theoretical starting points. This may go some distance in explaining why a comprehensive study of this kind has not been forthcoming. It may be objected that Deleuze is too distant to be applicable, or that his critique of Western metaphysics is too radical to be of use. After all, why should one abandon the tradition of transcendence which has predominated in the West since early Christian times? Immanence is too much trouble. Why should one tolerate the complete revision of basic principles such as the subject, difference, identity, and even thinking itself? The response is quite simple: Why not immanence? Why do researchers automatically begin with transcendence, as the default mode, as it were? When we think about it, in the mode of Henri Bergson, for example, there is a strong case for beginning with immanence. The beauty of Bergson is that in very simple language he dis mantles fundamental principles such as the act of perception, or the notion of number, thereby turning assumptions into prejudices. Bergson’s point could be summarized thus: it is ultimately more difficult and complicated to believe in fixed entities, essences, distinct subject and objects, and transcendent principles. It is much simpler and in fact reflects human experience quite well to hold that everything subsists, becomes, changes, evolves, and fades away on an immanent field, without mediation or external organizing principle. This book is laid out in four chapters. Chapter 1 provides a brief history of the AGM and overviews some of its manifestations, though this does not pretend to be an exhaustive empirical folder. The findings of this survey suggest that the notion of a or the AGM is extremely complex and in fact quite unstable. What one encounters are hugely varying accounts, some focusing on protests in Western capitals, others on its significance as a social movement, and still others from the perspective of a critical, emancipatory politics. Based on this discussion the chapter outlines three specific facets of world politics that are challenged by various aspects of the AGM, namely identity, hierarchy, and power. In doing so this chapter sets up the problem of trying to conceptualize much less opera tionalize a political phenomenon that sometimes seems to have little in the way of fixed or bounded identity, does not map easily onto institutional frameworks, and often does not aspire to traditional political goals. The chapter then analyses several approaches to social and political theory which deal explicitly with the AGM, namely global governance theory, international relations, social move ment theory, Marxism, and post-Marxism. It examines the way that each approach has difficulty in accounting for power, identity, and hierarchy, and then outlines some general theoretical considerations that can be garnered from this discussion. Chapter 2 consists of a thorough investigation of Deleuze’s ontology and metaphysics as it pertains to questions of world politics. Due to the wide variety of interpretations and uses of Deleuze’s thought, considerable time is spent at the beginning assessing various receptions and appropriations of his philosophy, outlining and ultimately arguing for the convergence of two main thrusts: the ascetic reading – where Deleuze is the exacting and politically indifferent



6   Introduction philosopher – and the communitarian reading – where Deleuze is the resistance prophet of liberated minorities. Deleuze’s philosophy as it pertains to the prob lem of the AGM in world politics is broached through Deleuze’s understanding of the typical notion of difference as mentioned above. The chapter then shows how for Deleuze only a univocal ontology can support a workable notion of dif ference, but in order to account for the diversity of material expression a two- poled though non-dualistic metaphysics is necessary, called here the virtual and actual of the real. This allows for a general account of both continuity and change, as well as what one might call a sustainable notion of difference. Not only does this imply an innovative notion of space and time, but shifts the ana lytical focus from beings to what Deleuze and Guattari call assemblages (agencements). From the discussion in Chapter 2, Chapters 3 and 4, in social science terms, argue against – or try to imagine a science without – methodological nationalism and methodological individualism, respectively. Chapter 3 investigates in some detail the major theoretical building blocks of world politics including space, time, territory, and the state. It shows how a Deleuzian reading of time and space problematize territoriality as a notion and the state as an analytic principle. But what is significant here is that the materialistic impulse of Deleuze’s philosophy implies movement both towards stratified systems as well as open, ephemeral relations. The argument is that the AGM belongs, at least partially, to a politics that is spatially and temporally characterized by its relative movement towards the virtual, a general feature of contemporary global politics. The chapter then proceeds to show the extent to which Deleuze’s political philosophy can combine with complexity theory in the formation of a general account of emer gence, highlighting the way that Deleuze’s two-poled approach offers the flexib ility needed to account for complex phenomena that nevertheless often exhibit more stratified behaviour. After noting some principles, which, from both their post-structuralist and materialist credentials suggest some innovative approaches to social science research, the chapter ends by making a tentative assessment of what the AGM might be, or at least how we are to think of it in social-scientific terms. The final chapter deals specifically with the political subject. It presents a genealogical account of the subject in the West and then proceeds to detail Deleuze’s ‘subjectless subjectivity’. The analysis makes particular use of Deleuze’s notion of the fold and how this relates the Whole to the many, or the One to the multiple, an argument which draws on the analysis in Chapter 2. A useful comparison to post-Marxist theories of the subject is made to distinguish the two apparently similar, though in fact radically different, approaches to the subject. Finally, the consequences of such an approach are analysed and then applied to questions surrounding the AGM, noting the problematic nature of any anti-globalization political agenda. This chapter is particularly important because not only does it expose the inconsistencies of any theoretical approach that admits both systems and entities – that is, discrete entities acting within systems – but it illustrates the considerable costs involved in a rigorous reading of



Introduction   7 Deleuze. In other words, if we are serious about adhering to the metaphysical implications of his univocal ontology, then we must jettison any baggage in the form of the autonomous self of European modernity as an unassailable assumption. I mentioned that the analysis of this book is theory driven and perhaps overall neglects the specifics of the AGM. A comprehensive examination of the AGM would be a long study indeed, and is beyond the scope of this book. On offer here is a compelling, parsimonious (though no less dense for it), and effective approach for dealing with the AGM as an object of study. For more detail, what could be called an assemblage theory analysis of particular aspects of the AGM would be required. I leave this to future research. Additionally, although Chapter 4 does deal with political strategy in terms of the subject, there is little in this book on the normative aspects of the AGM, nor of the damaging effects of the processes of neoliberal globalization against which it putatively struggles. Indeed, one of the points of this book is that a nomad science precludes any moral considerations, though as we shall see this does not mean that it is value free. This book is for people interested in Deleuze in social science research, espe cially in empirically-grounded analysis. More specifically it is written for those who would like to use Deleuze in IR, or who deal with theoretical and methodo logical issues for which Deleuze as laid out here might be of some help. It would be of interest to those social science scholars – especially in politics and IR – interested in Deleuze, systems, and complexity, and to the burgeoning Deleuze readership. It is particularly suited for those researchers who have a genuine curiosity about Deleuze (especially those interested in empirical questions or research methodologies) but are put off by the way in which so much written on Deleuze does more to ‘fascinate’ and ‘mystify’ than to deliver theoretical and analytical insights. Indeed, one of the main aspirations of this book is to normal ize or ‘deradicalize’ Deleuze’s thought. Deleuze’s philosophy is admittedly com plicated and technical but it can actually ‘feel’ natural because of – and not despite – his fundamental commitment to a univocal ontology. With this in mind the following investigation marks but one step towards a more comprehensive understanding of world politics. Finally – and this is part of the charm of Deleuze’s philosophy – although it levels a bold challenge to 2,500 years of Western philosophy, it does not necessarily rubbish or dismiss the latter. It is, rather, a form of supertheory that can be useful in mapping the role of other the ories for the study of world politics, as well the lines of flight of which world politics consists.
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