
8. The Spinozan Turn

Society, Language,
Difference







Agenda

1. Introducing Deleuze

2. Spinoza in France

3. Practical philosophy
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1. Introducing 
Deleuze





‘Philosophy is the art of forming, inventing, 
and fabricating concepts’ 

– Deleuze (with Guattari), What is 
Philosophy?

‘Abstractions explain nothing, they 
themselves have to be explained: 

there are no such things as universals, 
there's nothing transcendent, no Unity, 
subject (or object), Reason; 

there are only processes, sometimes unifying, 
subjectifying, rationalizing, but just 
processes all the same.’ 

- Deleuze, Negotiations





Introducing Gilles 
Deleuze

• ‘Perhaps one day this century will be known 
as Deleuzian’ – Foucault 

• Covers the history of philosophy, politics, art, 
cinema, literature and more

• Born to a middle-class family in Paris in 1925

• Eldest brother dies en route to Auschwitz 
after being arrested as a Resistance member

• Publishes a slew of unconventional history of 
philosophy works over the 1960s: Hume, 
Nietzsche, Kant, Bergson, Spinoza (& later 
Leibniz)

• Comes to prominence through his 
collaborations with radical psychoanalyst 
Félix Guattari
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death, difference, multiplicity, alterity, 
otherness

• Of open and not closed traditional systems, 
of diversity over unity

• Suffusing Nietzsche with Spinoza

• A philosophy that uses literature, art and 
music alongside mathematics and the 
sciences as events in thought 

• Key concepts: immanence, difference and 
repetition, becoming, active/reactive, the 
encounter







Key works and events

Empiricism 
and 
Subjectivity

1953

Nietzsche and 
Philosophy

1962

Bergsonism

1966

Difference and 
Repetition; 
Spinoza and the 
Problem of 
Expression

1968

The Logic of 
Sense; Paris 
VIII; meets 
Guattari

1969

Spinoza: 
Practical 
Philosophy

1970

Anti-Oedipus
with Guattari, 
becomes a 
bestseller

1972

A Thousand 
Plateaus with 
Guattari

1980

What is 
Philosophy? 
with Guattari

1991



2. Spinoza in France







‘I’m a Spinozist … 

we must resist, 

fight, and confront 

death. Truth and 

reason demand it.’ 

– Cavailles







Spinoza in a nutshell

• Benedictus de Spinoza, 1632-1677

• Dutch philosopher and lens-grinder

• Renowned for his grasp of Descartes 
and unconventional views on God

• Major works include the Ethics (1677) and 
Theological-Political Treatise (1670)

• Makes some of the most strident claims for 
philosophical and political freedom in the 
history of thought





















‘A generalised 
anti-Hegelianism’

[the dialectic makes] ‘identity the sufficient 
condition for difference to exist and be thought. 

It is only in relation to the identical, as a 
function of the identical, that contradiction is 
the greatest difference. 

The intoxication and giddiness are feigned, the 
obscure is already clarified from the outset. 

Nothing shows this more than the insipid 
monocentrality of the circles in the Hegelian 
dialectic.’

- Deleuze, Difference and Repetition (1968/9





3. Practical 
philosophy







Spinoza: Practical 
Philosophy

• Deleuze’s prior works tackle the history 
of philosophy in a radical direction, 
presenting overlooked thinkers like 
Nietzsche, Hume and Bergson

• Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza 
(1968)

• This work follows shortly after (1970), 
and provides an introduction to Spinoza 
with a glossary

• But, a new Spinoza appears…

• ‘Spinoza offers philosophers a new 
model: the body.’ 

• ‘“We do not know what the body can 
do…” This declaration of ignorance is a 
provocation’







‘In his whole way of living and of thinking, 
Spinoza projects an image of the positive, 
affirmative life, which stands in opposition to 
the semblances that men are content with. 

Not only are they content with the latter, they 
feel a hatred of life, they are ashamed of it; a 
humanity bent on self-destruction, multiplying 
the cults of death, bringing about the union of 
the tyrant and the slave, the priest, the judge, 
and the soldier, always busy running life into 
the ground, mutilating it, killing it outright or 
by degrees, overlaying it or suffocating it with 
laws, properties, duties, empires – this is what 
Spinoza diagnoses in the world, this betrayal 
of the universe and of mankind. 

– Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy



Spinoza: Practical 
Philosophy

• ‘To read a philosopher like Spinoza, or 
to “practise” him, is precisely to 
decipher the indices of his singularity, 
that is, to discover that which, in his 
thought, causes a problem’

• Method: to think in and through 
Spinoza

• About communicating ‘a philosophical 
thought from the inside’ (Macherey) 

• Joy and the affects





4. The Triple 
Illusion
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denunciation’:

• Consciousness, values, and sad passions

• Instead: materialism, immoralism, atheism…

• The triple illusion:

• Final causes; free will; and the ‘theological 
illusion’

• Consciousness is constitutive of these illusions, 
‘the illusion of finality, the illusion of freedom’, 
‘Consciousness is only a dream with one’s eyes 
open’
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• Deleuze’s thought is defined by an affirmation 
of life and becoming

• A resistance to what might subsume difference 
into identity, multiplicity into unity, or 
immanence for transcendence

• Spinoza’s account of God’s immanence (the 
universe being in God), and desire’s productive 
power are also key

• Thinking is inherently challenging, 
transformational, even utopian

• Grounded in a political and ethical 
responsibility to others, and ourselves, to 
pursue untimely thinking, in spite of difficulty



‘I believe in Spinoza’s God, who reveals Himself in 
the lawful harmony of the world, not in a God who 
concerns Himself with the fate and the doings of 
mankind...’ – Albert Einstein



5. Spinoza and Us?
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passions, adequate ideas, consciousness

‘Not that life is in thinking, but only the 
thinker has a potent life, free of guilt and 
hatred; and only life explains the thinker. 
The geometric method, the profession of 
polishing lenses, and the life of Spinoza 
should be understood as constituting a 
whole.’









‘Why are the people so deeply irrational? 
Why are they proud of their own 
enslavement? Why do they fight “for” their 
bondage as if it were their freedom? 

Why is it so difficult not only to win but to 
bear freedom? Why does a religion that 
invokes love and joy inspire war, intolerance, 
hatred, malevolence, and remorse?’ –Spinoza: 
Practical Philosophy







‘That is why the fundamental 
problem of political philosophy 
is still precisely the one that 
Spinoza saw so clearly, and that 
Wilhelm Reich rediscovered: 

"Why do men fight for their 
servitude as stubbornly as 
though it were their salvation?" 

How can people possibly reach 
the point of shouting: "More 
taxes ! Less bread !"?’ – Deleuze 
and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus













‘Who is a Spinozist? Sometimes, certainly, 
the individual who works “on” Spinoza, on 
Spinoza’s concepts, provided this is done 
with enough gratitude and admiration. 

But also the individual who, without being 
a philosopher, receives from Spinoza an 
affect, a set of affects, a kinetic 
determination, an impulse, and makes 
Spinoza an encounter, a passion. 

What is unique about Spinoza is that he, 
the most philosophic of philosophers … 
teaches the philosopher how to become a 
nonphilosopher.’

- Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy



D
is

cu
ss

io
n

 p
o
in

ts 1. Why might there have been a 
turn to Spinoza in late 1960s 
France?

2. What kind of Spinoza emerges 
from Deleuze’s approach?

3. In what ways might Spinoza still 
be relevant (or not) today?

Monday 6th July – 6pm



Next week: Deleuze 
and Guattari

• Anti-Oedipus, an unlikely bestseller, produced with 
radical psychoanalyst Félix Guattari

• We’ll read Foucault’s Preface and Chapter 1, section 
4, “A Materialist Psychiatry”

• Subtitled Capitalism and Schizophrenia, AO (and 
its sequel, A Thousand Plateaus) an unconventional 
and ambitious assault on Freudian psychoanalysis

• We’ll explore what philosophy of desire emerges

• Key concepts: desiring-machines, de- and 
reterritorialization, the body without organs, 
schizoanalysis, and the rhizome


