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Deleuze and Philosophy of Religion

Philip Goodchild

The French philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995) did not write a philosophy of 

religion as such.  His works fall into three main categories: a series of aesthetic 

commentaries on writers, artists and the cinema; a series of philosophical commentaries, 

on Hume, Nietzsche, Kant, Bergson, Spinoza, Leibniz and Foucault; and a series of 

philosophical works written in his own name, notably Difference and Repetition (1968) 

and The Logic of Sense (1969), and co-authored with the psychoanalyst Félix Guattari, 

Anti-Oedipus (1972), A Thousand Plateaus (1980), and What is Philosophy? (1990).  

While Deleuze’s own major works do not contain any extended discussions of issues in 

philosophy of religion, his historical studies were all on philosophers with strong interests 

in religion.  What is remarkable, however, is that Deleuze’s commentary passes without 

opinion or judgement: the conceptual framework for Spinoza’s ontological proof for the 

existence of God is analysed without any accompanying assessment of whether or not it 

works, as is the conceptual framework for Nietzsche’s antagonism to Christianity.  One 

can therefore read long discussions of immortality and eternity within Spinoza’s system, 

for example, without learning Deleuze’s own views on the subject – indeed, such 

opinions are regarded as irrelevant.

Given such circumstances, to evaluate the significance of Deleuze’s work for 

philosophy of religion calls for a certain amount of critical construction.  I propose to 

argue that there is an implicit philosophy of religion within Deleuze’s work, one that can 

be analysed into three moments.  First of all, and most prominent, is a moment of 
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indifference: ‘the question of God is what has become impossible, a matter of

indifference.’1  As we will see, Deleuze gives philosophy a different task from that of 

justifying beliefs.  Secondly, however, this indifference is complicated by the 

construction of an atheist metaphysics in tension with theism: ‘atheism has never been 

external to religion: atheism is the artistic power at work on religion.  With God, 

everything is permitted.’2  This atheist metaphysics, attributing special privilege to the 

concept of the ‘plane of immanence’, makes a unique contribution to the philosophy of 

religion in taking a thought without transcendence to its furthest limit.  Beyond 

metaphysics, however, there is also a third moment of beatitude: ‘A life is the life of 

immanence: it is sheer power, utter beatitude.’3  The aim of philosophy is to liberate life 

wherever it is trapped, producing moments of pure joy or beatitude.  These moments of 

indifference, of atheist metaphysics, and of beatitude need to be understood in their 

conceptual rigour within Deleuze’s philosophy as a whole.

1. Indifference

Contemporary philosophy of religion is largely dominated by a series of debates on such 

well-known topics as the nature and existence of God, the problem of evil, religious 

language, religious experience, the possibility of providence and miracles, the credibility 

of an after-life, the relation of religion and morality and the significance of religious 

diversity.  In general, such interminable debates take place to advance the positions of  

classical theism and atheism, although process theism and occasional representatives of 

                                          
1 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane 
(London: Athlone Press, 1984), p. 108.
2 Seminar on Spinoza, 25 November 1980.  Available at http://www.webdeleuze.com/php/sommaire.html
3 ‘Immanence: A life . . .’, Theory, Culture and Society (1997) 14:2, p. 4.
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Eastern religions may also find a voice.  Such debates had little significance in the secular 

culture of 20th century France beyond the residual reach of the Catholic Church.  For 

most French intellectuals, the combined critiques of religion arising from the German 

thought of Kant, Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche and Freud were sufficient to decide the 

issue, rendering such matters as of purely historical interest, however tenuous such a 

judgement may now seem.  The attitude of indifference expresses a quiescent atheism in 

which the question of God is no longer regarded as a live problem; it expresses a cultural 

judgement, the milieu in which Deleuze worked, rather than a properly philosophical 

judgement.  These debates had no significance for him.

There is, however, a more significant reason for Deleuze’s indifference: it 

concerns what it means to think.  For many, thinking is having a debate.4  The aim is to 

construct justified beliefs, or, failing that, to present the weight of the balance of 

probabilities.  Philosophy becomes a democratic discussion; anyone can participate, 

however uncultivated or ill-informed, so long as one has an opinion and can invent some 

reasons.  Religious beliefs are presented from a point of view external to the discussion, 

deriving from the commitments of historical religious traditions, and subjected to critical 

scrutiny in order to ascertain whether they are justified, warranted, credible, or even 

rational.  Such debates prove interminable because, however far one tries to separate out 

the problems under discussion, the process of reasoning is always guided by 

presuppositions, judgements and opinions concerning other problems.  As Deleuze 

dismissively remarks, many arguments do not advance beyond debates over the merits of 

different kinds of cheese.  In addition to such presuppositions, however, reasoning is also 

guided by an image of thought.  Deleuze asks,
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Do we, for instance, have the same image of thought that Plato, or even 

Descartes or Kant, had?  Doesn’t the image change in response to 

overriding constraints that express, of course, extrinsic determinants, but 

above all express a becoming of thought?  Can we, flailing around in 

confusion, still claim to be seeking truth?5

For Deleuze, philosophy is ‘knowledge through pure concepts’.6  And concepts are ‘what 

stops thought being a mere opinion, a view, an exchange of views, gossip.’7  Since for 

Deleuze concepts are not related to objects by existential judgements, the truth of 

propositions is of much less significance than the sense of the concepts with which they 

are expressed.  Such concepts are created in order to frame problems, and should be 

evaluated in relation to problems; if this is the task for philosophy, then it has nothing to 

do with discussing things.8  Philosophy makes thought possible; it is not simply true or 

false, right or wrong, as is opinion.  This evolution of the image of thought is the 

combined effect of the work of Deleuze’s precursors, upon whom he wrote his major 

studies.  Philosophy, of course, has been struggling against mere opinion since the time of 

Plato; if the solution of Platonic idealism is to turn philosophy into the knowledge of 

ideas rather than objects, the solution of Kantian transcendentalism is to turn philosophy 

into the knowledge of concepts through a priori judgements.  For Deleuze, philosophy 

will be a transcendental exercise, concerned with conditions of understanding rather than 

                                                                                                                             
4 Deleuze, Negotiations, trans. Martin Joughin (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), p. 148.
5 Negotiations, p. 148.
6 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchill (London: Verso, 
1994), p. 7.
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judgements deriving from experience.  Deleuze ventures no opinion about the existence

of God – or of things in general – because of the rigour of Kant’s proof of the 

impossibility of proving the existence of God.

Deleuze often describes his philosophy, against the grain of the history of 

philosophy, as a ‘transcendental empiricism’.  In spite of Hume’s famous contribution to 

the model of debate in philosophy of religion, Deleuze’s early study of Hume 

(Empiricism and Subjectivity, 1953) explains Deleuze’s disdain for opinion.  For 

Deleuze, empiricism is not merely the epistemological doctrine that all ideas derive from 

and represent a corresponding impression: this doctrine merely gives the mind a simple 

origin and frees ideas from the obligation of having to represent things.9  Deleuze reads 

Hume’s philosophy as a sharp critique of representation.  Empiricism is contrasted with 

rationalism, which expects ideas such as ‘always’, ‘universal’, ‘necessary’ and ‘true’, as 

well as general ideas, or the existence of the object as such, to ‘stand for something which 

cannot be constituted within experience or be given in an idea without contradiction’.10  

Impressions are atomic, and may be joined by fancy in a whimsical or delirious way.  If 

delirium is the original condition of the mind, the truly philosophical problem is not that 

of how one represents things in the form of knowledge, but that of how one moves 

beyond mere impressions of the senses and memory to a constant and uniform association 

of ideas.  For Deleuze, ‘empiricism does not raise the problem of the origin of the mind 

but rather the problem of the constitution of the subject.’11  In this respect, the key 

doctrine of empiricism is ‘relations are external to their terms’: the relations established 

                                                                                                                             
7 Negotiations, p. 136.
8 Negotiations, p. 139.
9 Deleuze, Empiricism and Subjectivity, trans. Constantin V.Boundas (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1991), p. 31.
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between ideas do not belong within the ideas as such, but are imposed upon them, 

according to the principles of causality, contiguity and resemblance, in the service of 

human passions.  The human subject is formed by associating impressions according to 

principles and motives that are external to them.  As Hume famously remarked, the 

understanding is and should only ever be in the service of the passions.  Its determination 

is entirely practical: beliefs are established by the understanding for the sake of practical 

action.  Hume’s scepticism regarding rationalist metaphysics challenges arguments for

the existence of God by showing how ideas could be associated differently; it removes 

necessity from the order of things.  Far from being an atheist intervention in rationalist 

debates concerning God and miracles, therefore, Hume effects a conversion of the 

problems and tasks of philosophy: ‘Philosophy must constitute itself as a theory of what 

we are doing, not what there is.’12  For Hume, religion replaces God as an object of 

philosophical inquiry.

For Deleuze, therefore, empiricism is a doctrine of moral philosophy rather than 

epistemology: Hume is above all a moralist, a political thinker, and an historian.13  For 

the domain of reason is itself limited, and it can only be brought to bear within an 

existing world, in the service of the passions, with their own ethics and order of ends.  

Deleuze pointedly remarks:

                                                                                                                             
10 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 30.
11 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 31.
12 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 133.
13 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 33; Hume noted that ‘morality is a subject that interests us above all 
others . . .’ David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L.A. Selby Bigge and P.H.Nidditch (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1978), p. 455.
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The important and principal sentence of the Treatise is this: “ `Tis not 

contrary to Reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the 

scratching of my finger.”14

For where reason is nothing but the ‘comparing of ideas, and the discovery of their 

relations’, passions, volitions and actions are original facts and realities, complete in 

themselves, which cannot be true or false.  They are not subject to reason or conscience.15

Hume establishes, above all, the limits of reason rather than the limits of religion.  On this 

account, philosophy would appear to be indifferent to religion because reason has no 

bearing on religion.  Reason only attempts to establish its power over religion by 

extending its role beyond the association of ideas to the relations between objects 

themselves – but this extension is an illusion requiring perpetual correction, since objects 

cannot be given in experience.

Nevertheless, one of the sources of religion is precisely such a misuse of reason.  

Philosophy does, after all, have a vital role in the critique of superstition.  While all 

beliefs derive from the passions, there are also illegitimate beliefs that do not derive from 

experience.  The names of the gods, for example, can produce belief simply by 

substituting a spoken repetition for repetition in experience.16  Where the gods of 

polytheism are the echo, extension and reflection of the passions, theism is also a 

‘simulacrum of belief’ because it misuses the principle of causality.17  Causality cannot 

be constituted in experience because, in a sense, it constitutes experience: as the principle 

                                          
14 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 33.
15 Hume, Treatise, pp. 457-8.
16 Empiricism and Subjectivity, pp. 70, 73.
17 Empiricism and Subjectivity, pp. 74-5.
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of habit, it constitutes expectations or tendencies through repetition.18  It is the principle 

of association upon which all belief in the external world is based.  Nothing, therefore, 

can be known about causes in nature.  In this respect, ‘religion, by itself and in its other 

aspects, is only the fanciful usage of the principles of association, resemblance and 

causality.’19  As is widely recognised, Hume is the precursor for the genetic explanations 

of the origin of religion in human nature, as found in Feuerbach, Marx and Freud.  As is 

also widely recognised, these accounts do not have a demonstrative force.

In spite of the general presumption of Hume’s atheism, Deleuze finds the critical 

force of Hume’s philosophy insufficient to account for the apparently theistic conclusions 

of his essays on miracles and the immortality of the soul, and, more significantly, for the 

properly philosophical content of the Dialogues on Natural Religion.  It is insufficient to 

invoke Hume’s irony and necessary precautions here.

In fact, religion is justified, but only in its very special situation, outside 

culture and outside true knowledge.  We have seen that philosophy has 

nothing to say on what causes the principles and on the origin of their 

power.  There, it is the place of God.  We cannot make use of the 

principles of association in order to know the world as an effect of divine 

activity, and even less to know God as the cause of the world; but we can 

always think of God negatively, as the cause of the principles.  It is in this 

sense that theism is valid, and it is in this sense that purpose is 

reintroduced.  Purpose will be thought, albeit not known, as the original 

                                          
18 Empiricism and Subjectivity, pp. 67-9.
19 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 76.
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agreement between the principles of human nature and nature itself.  

“There is a kind of pre-established harmony between the course of nature 

and the association of our ideas.”20

According to Deleuze, Hume’s philosophy reaches its ultimate point in the concept of 

purposiveness: human nature conforms to nature.  While causality cannot be deduced by 

reason, it is actually felt.21  While the relations which the understanding forms do not 

depend on the given, but rather on the principles of human nature, these functional 

principles do in fact ‘agree with the hidden powers on which the given depends, although 

we do not know these powers’.22  Purposiveness, this agreement between intentional 

finality and nature, is the nature we discover within ourselves.  As a source of reason, 

instinct, generation and vegetation alike, Deleuze remarks that it is more like an élan vital

than the project or design of an infinite intelligence that reduces all purposiveness to 

intention.23  In this way, Deleuze indicates the direction in which he will seek a return to 

metaphysics beyond representation, empiricism and humanism.

2. Metaphysics

The critique of philosophical theism finds its most rigorous formulation in Kant’s 

Critique of Pure Reason.  Deleuze attributes particular importance to the passage on the 

                                          
20 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 77; citing Hume, Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding and 
Concerning the Principles of Morals, ed. L.A. Selby Bigge and P.H.Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon, 1975), p. 
54.
21 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 26.
22 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 133.
23 Empiricism and Subjectivity, p. 77.
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construction of the idea of God as the transcendental ideal of pure reason.24  Kant’s 

argument begins with the logical law of non-contradiction: for every pair of 

contradictorily opposed predicates, only one can belong to a concept.  When it comes to 

determining the content of a thing, however, rather than its mere logical form, it becomes 

necessary to presuppose the transcendental ideal of the sum total of all possibilities.  A 

thing is only completely determined when one of each pair of contradictory opposites 

belongs to it.  Then the assumption that ‘everything that exists is completely determined’ 

requires that one posit this idea of the sum-total of all possibility as the transcendental 

presupposition of the material for all possibility.  Now, whereas logical negation concerns 

merely the relation of one concept to another in a judgement, transcendental negation 

determines content as such: possibilities must be either affirmed or negated, and 

transcendental negation signifies not being itself.  Moreover, affirmed realities contain 

the content, whereas negations are merely derivative.  The transcendental ideal of the sum 

total of all possibilities therefore contains only positive realities: it is omnitudo realitatis, 

the whole of possible reality.  Since what possesses all reality is a completely determined 

thing in itself, it is an individual being, the ens realissimum or most real being.  Then ‘all 

manifoldness of things is only a correspondingly varied mode of limiting the concept of 

the highest reality that forms their common substratum, just as all figures are only 

possible as so many modes of limiting infinite space.’25  As the origin of all beings, with 

nothing above it, it is the primordial being and highest being, and as everything that is 

conditioned is subject to it, it is the ens entium or being of all beings.  Indeed, since the 

primordial being cannot consist in a number of derivative beings, it is therefore simple: it 

                                          
24 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1929), 
pp. 487-95.
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conditions the possibility of beings as their ground, not as their sum.  As soon as this 

being is hypostatised as an object, it must be treated as one, simple, eternal, self-

sufficient, etc., in other words, as the concept of God in classical theism.  Kant goes on to 

argue that although reason is the desire to move from the conditioned to the 

unconditioned, or from the contingent to the necessary, it transgresses the limits of 

possible experience by treating this ideal of pure reason as an object.

In discussing this passage, Deleuze notes that God is treated as the master or 

principle of the disjunctive syllogism.  The disjunctive syllogism proceeds: either p or q, 

but not q, therefore p.  Deleuze notes the irony here: ‘God is here, at least provisionally, 

deprived of his traditional claims – to have created subjects or made a world – and now 

has what is apparently a humble task, namely, to enact disjunctions, or at least to found 

them.’26  In spite of this, Kant has shown how this very simple idea fulfils all the roles of 

the philosophical Christian God.  Deleuze points out that such a God determines all 

beings by negation, exclusion and limitation: if God is the whole of possible reality, then 

each being is a determinate being in virtue of being not-God in a completely determinate 

set of ways.  In logic, however, alongside exclusive disjunctions there are also inclusive 

disjunctions, where either p or q may be satisfied by p, q, or both p and q.  Deleuze 

therefore conceives the possibility of a diabolical anti-God who, as principle of the 

inclusive disjunction, determines the passage of each thing through all of its possible 

predicates.  There is no longer any originary reality, nor complete determination of the 

                                                                                                                             
25 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, p. 492.
26 Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, ed. Constantin V. Boundas (London: Athlone, 1991), p. 295.
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identity of things.27  This leads Deleuze and Guattari to make the following humorous 

statement:

To anyone who asks: “Do you believe in God?” we should reply in strictly 

Kantian or Schreberian terms: “Of course, but only as the master of the 

disjunctive syllogism, or as its a priori principle (God defined as the 

Omnitudo realitatis, from which all secondary realities are derived by a 

process of division).”

Hence the sole thing that is divine is the nature of an energy of 

disjunctions.28

 The vertiginous prospect of an atheist metaphysics at work upon religion from within 

similarly leads Deleuze to make the following paradoxical statement in regard to the 

work of his contemporary Pierre Klossowski, in whose work on Nietzsche as well as 

literary writings Deleuze finds a diabolical theology at work:

In another respect, it is our epoch which has discovered theology.  One no 

longer needs to believe in God.  We seek rather the “structure,” that is, the 

form which may be filled with beliefs, but the structure has no need to be 

filled in order to be called “theological.”  Theology is now the science of 

nonexisting entities, the manner in which these entities – divine or anti-

divine, Christ or Antichrist – animate language and make for it this 

                                          
27 The Logic of Sense, p. 296.
28 Anti-Oedipus, p. 13.
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glorious body which is divided into disjunctions.  Nietzsche’s prediction 

about the link between God and grammar has been realized; but this time 

it is a recognized link, willed, acted out . . .29

The significance of such speculation is that rather than determination operating through 

exclusion, or the negation of a set of pre-existing possibilities, determination may be 

conceived as an affirmation of divergence or a differentiation that creates new 

possibilities.  As in Hume, the idea of God is no longer regarded as an object of belief but 

as a transcendental principle for the constitution of belief as such.  What is most 

significant here, is that rather than conceiving of reality as an atemporal delimitation of a 

predetermined possibility, reality, may be fully affirmed in differentiation and creation.  

Moreover, the superiority of this stance is ethical.  The conceptual background for such a 

shift is laid in Deleuze’s studies of Bergson and Spinoza.

2(a) Bergsonism

Bergson’s metaphysical method is a method of ‘intuition’.  As in empiricism, Bergson 

begins with perception: ideas derive from impressions.  The common complaint against 

Bergson’s method of intuition is that it will be necessarily subjective; his conclusions are 

believed to have no logical or metaphysical force.  The normal remedy against such 

subjectivism is to turn philosophical analysis away from the impressions of the senses to 

an analysis of the usage of language.  The danger here, explored in Bergson’s critique of 

linguistic philosophy, is that purely cultural prejudices enshrined in language become the 

                                          
29 The Logic of Sense, p. 281.  The Nietzschean ‘prediction’ referred to is: ‘I fear we are not getting rid of 
God because we still believe in grammar . . .’ Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, trans. R. J. Hollingdale 
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sole object of philosophy.  On both sides, there is a danger of philosophy becoming 

reduced to a mere excavation of opinion.  Deleuze, defining philosophy as ‘the creation 

of concepts’, will walk a line between subjectivism and linguistic prejudice.  The entire 

thrust of his reading of Bergson is to liberate Bergsonism from mere psychologism: ‘We 

might say, strangely enough, that duration would remain purely intuitive, in the ordinary 

sense of the word, if intuition – in the properly Bergsonian sense – were not there as 

method.’30  In other words, to have an impression is not sufficient for philosophy; 

intuition occurs when such impressions are subjected to a rigorous analysis.  Deleuze, 

following what Bergson does more closely than what he says (for this is the empiricist 

route to take), isolates three aspects of the Bergsonian method of intuition.

The first rule is that of distinguishing between true and false problems.  We are 

accustomed to thinking of the true and false in relation to representation: a solution to a 

problem, or an answer to a question is true if there is an object or fact to which it refers.  

Bergson, by contrast, makes truth into an intrinsic quality of thought itself.  What is at 

stake, here, is a contrast between a model of thought based on the image of a celestial 

schoolteacher, omnitudo realitatis, who knows all the possible answers in advance, and a 

model of thought that allows genuine invention and freedom.  There is a ‘semi-divine’ 

power in the freedom to constitute problems themselves, without which certain thoughts 

would never have happened.  Humanity makes its own history in the problems it poses 

for itself.31  How, then, may we distinguish between the genuine problems which are 

invented and false problems?

                                                                                                                             
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), p. 48.
30 Deleuze, Bergsonism, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (New York: Zone, 1988), p. 14.
31 Bergsonism, pp. 15-16.
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In the first place, we might say that problems have to be actually posed within 

thought itself.  So, for example, many of the problems discussed within philosophy of 

religion come from outside philosophy, since they are posed by the need to evaluate the 

truth-claims of religious traditions and revelations.  This kind of criterion is imprecise, 

however; Bergson operates by exploring ideas in the mind in their own positivity as 

ideas, rather than in terms of their referents.  Bergson’s first rule for identifying false 

problems is that they are problems whose very terms consist in a confusion of the ‘more’ 

and the ‘less’.  Under this heading one can include the problem of a cosmological 

argument, ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’, the problem of a teleological 

argument, ‘Why is there order rather than disorder?’, and the problem of theodicy, ‘Why 

is the world like this when it is possible that it could have been otherwise?’  Bergson 

shows that there is more, not less, in the idea of nonbeing than in that of being, in 

disorder than in order, and in the possible than in the real.  To form the idea of nonbeing, 

one would have to think of the idea of being, plus a logical operation of negation, as well 

as the psychological motive or other reason for that negation.  Similarly, ‘the possible is 

only the real with the addition of an act of mind that throws its image back into the past 

once it has been enacted,’ and an addition of the motive for this act.32  Each problem 

derives from the same error:

We mistake the more for the less, we behave as though nonbeing existed 

before being, disorder before order and the possible before existence.  As 

though being came to fill a void, order to organize a preceding disorder, 

the real to realize a primary possibility.  Being, order and existence are 

                                          
32 Bergsonism, p. 17.
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truth itself; but in the false problem there is a fundamental illusion, a 

“retrograde movement of the true,” according to which being, order and 

the existent are supposed to precede themselves, or to precede the creative 

act that constitutes them, by projecting an image of themselves back into a 

possibility, a disorder, a nonbeing which are supposed to be primordial.33

One gains a richer sense of Deleuze’s indifference to most debates in philosophy of 

religion: they derive from false problems, from illusions internal to reason as such, from 

speculative mirages.  For the Kantian idea of God as the sum and condition of all 

possibility is an abstraction that removes all determinate content from the real.  To 

imagine the priority of the possible involves an existential (as opposed to a merely 

logical) contradiction:

For we feel that a divinely created will or thought is too full of itself, in the 

immensity of its reality, to have the slightest idea of a lack of order or a 

lack of being.  To imagine the possibility of absolute disorder, all the more 

the possibility of nothingness, would be for it to say to itself that it might 

not have existed at all, and that would be a weakness incompatible with its 

nature, which is force.34

                                          
33 Bergsonism, p. 18.
34 Bergson, cited in Bergsonism, p. 19.
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In short, the fundamental opposition which Deleuze poses is that between a reality 

determined by negation, and thus stripped of positive content, or a reality determined by 

affirmation through differentiation and divergence.

This opposition underlies Bergson’s second rule which tells us the conditions for 

forming an adequate metaphysical idea.  It comes in two parts: to rediscover true 

differences in kind or the articulations of the real, and to follow these tendencies beyond 

the limits of experience until they meet again in a virtual image, like rays of light in a 

mirror.  Like Plato’s dialectic, Bergson’s method of intuition is a method of division.  

Unlike empiricism, which assumes atomism and thus concerns the association of ideas in 

the imagination under certain principles, Bergson’s method takes impressions as 

composites and attempts to dissociate them into the real articulations that underlie them; 

it is a method of philosophical analysis.  For while associations of impressions may be 

purely subjective, divisions may express the metaphysical articulations of the real.  Of 

course, one cannot initially know that one’s divisions may correspond to an underlying 

reality – indeed, to select tendencies from reality may be a self-confirming hypothesis, 

since one only selects from reality those impressions that correspond to the principle of 

selection.  All tendencies are therefore fictions, taken beyond the limits of experience.  

This is why the second part of the method is vital: in experience we do indeed encounter 

composites, and so the tendencies must meet in a virtual focus that forms the condition of 

real experience in order to explain such composites.

To clarify this, let us explore how this method could be applied to the ontological 

argument for the existence of God.  Kant points out that reason has a tendency to move 
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from the conditioned to the unconditioned, for reason consists in seeking conditions.35  

The ens realissimum, which provides a ‘therefore for every wherefore’, best fulfils the 

role of the unconditioned.36  The question, however, is whether one is thinking of 

anything, when positing a perfect being with the property of existing, or nothing at all.  

Do we deal with a badly analysed composite when we consider the existence of the idea 

of existence?  Kant identifies a difference in kind: the unconditioned necessity of 

judgements is not the same as the absolute necessity of things; thoughts represented in the 

mind are entirely distinct from the existence of things.  The idea of a hundred dollars 

makes no difference to one’s financial position.  ‘There is already a contradiction in 

introducing the concept of existence – no matter under what title it may be disguised –

into the concept of a thing which we profess to be thinking solely in reference to its 

possibility.’37  Kant therefore concludes, ‘as every reasonable person must, that all 

existential propositions are synthetic.’38  This last admission, an appeal to ‘every 

reasonable person’, is a giveaway: it is always invoked by philosophers when they cannot 

think of a reason, because if they could think of a reason they would no doubt explain it 

in order to enhance understanding; it is often a sign that no reason is possible.  Does 

Kant’s distinction between logical and existential judgements correspond to an 

articulation of the real, a truly metaphysical distinction?  Is it a necessary transcendental 

distinction?  If we admit that all existential propositions are synthetic, then we can never 

find the conditions of real experience, since in real experience thoughts are inevitably 

joined to existence in order to be actually thought at all.  For Kant, being ‘is merely the 
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36 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, p. 497.
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positing of a thing, or of certain determinations, as existing in themselves.’39  This 

already differs from Thomist metaphysics, for which being involves existing in God; at 

least in Thomism there is a ground for existential synthetic judgements.  In Kantianism, 

by contrast, there is apparently no ground for existential judgements; thought and reality 

never converge at a virtual point.  It was left to Heidegger to identify the role of time in 

the schematism of the categories as the true ground for a Kantian metaphysics.40  By 

contrast, in Anselm’s formulation of the ontological argument, beginning with the 

conception of ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’, the tendency to 

compare ideas in terms of increasing ‘greatness’ is extended as a fiction beyond 

experience until it reaches a virtual point where it rejoins the line of existing beings.  

Does Anselm’s formulation reach God as a virtual point that founds metaphysics?  

Instead of exploring the issue further here, we will return to the ontological argument in 

its formulation by Spinoza.

Bergson’s third rule for intuition gives the ground for the preceding: to state 

problems and solve them in terms of time rather than in terms of space.  Bergson’s 

method of intuition is concerned with the actual existence of ideas within time, rather 

than their content represented in a space of possible experience.  For Bergson, the true 

metaphysical distinction is between qualitative difference as encountered in the 

experience of duration, and quantitative differences as represented in space.  The Kantian 

distinction between thought and existence would then be a distinction between things 

represented as possible, in thought, and things represented as real, in existence – yet, 

since represented, still possible things, represented as possibly being real.  There is no 
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true difference in kind here; both sets of ideas belong to thought.  Yet ideas exist in time 

as well as objects.  The fundamental distinction is not that between existing in space and 

existing in thought, or a represented space, but between actually existing in duration and 

existing as an atemporal representation.  The whole of reality is on one side of the 

division, existence in duration; in representation one only ever encounters abstractions.  

By dividing reality in this way, Bergson effectively gives himself the means of choosing 

the reality in each case, because it belongs to the temporal side.  Intuition of duration, 

therefore, exceeds a simply psychological experience because it enables us to identify 

existence as such.41  The problem that remains to be explained, which Deleuze explores 

at considerable length although it need not concern us here, is how the movement of the 

real leads to a positing of things in space and eventually to the false problems of 

identifying things in terms of space rather than time.

The philosophy of religion of Bergsonism gives us three moments, corresponding 

to the three stages of method: a moment of indifference, consisting in a rejection of false 

problems, since such problems do not actively make a difference to the way in which 

problems are posed; a moment of metaphysical insight, based on a method of division 

separating mere differences of degree from true differences in kind; and a moment of 

intuition, where the reality of duration is experienced as real.  This third moment, while it 

is the ground of metaphysical distinctions, gestures towards a stage beyond philosophy.  

For intuition, the direct experience of time as it happens, is pushed forwards by the 

creative force of time itself which, according to Bergson’s ontological monism, is nothing 

but the movement of life in us, the ground of matter, instinct, intelligence and intuition.  

                                                                                                                             
40 See Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, trans. James S. Churchill (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1962).
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What matters here is not monism as such, but that the whole of reality lies on this side of 

the division.  As Deleuze explains,

Duration, Life, is in principle (en droit) memory, in principle 

consciousness, in principle freedom.  “In principle” means virtually.  The 

whole question (quid facti?) is knowing under what conditions duration 

becomes in fact consciousness of self, how life actually accedes to a 

memory and freedom of fact.42

Life, or the movement of time itself, manifests itself within consciousness according to 

three tendencies: instinct, intelligence, and intuition.  When instinct is reflected within 

consciousness, it is through habit or custom: it consists in the ‘story-telling function’, the 

creation of gods, religions and fictitious representations which succeed in thwarting 

intellectual work.  It is the condition for social life, yet it acts against the individualistic 

inventions of intelligence.  Intelligence, by contrast, addresses actual problems and 

obstacles in life, and consists in a ‘tool-making function’ concerned with understanding 

the external world, the true articulations of the real.  Always provoking changes in 

society, intelligence is at odds with the root of society in custom.  In the interval that 

arises from the conflict between the two, the experience of duration as creative emotion 

appears as a qualitative essence or immanent quality that spreads itself over various 

objects, animals, plants, and the whole of nature:

                                                                                                                             
41 Bergsonism, pp. 32-3.
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“Imagine a piece of music which expresses love.  It is not love for a 

particular person. . . .  The quality of love will depend upon its essence and 

not upon its object.”  Although personal, it is not individual; transcendent, 

it is like the God in us.  “When music cries, it is humanity, it is the whole 

of nature which cries with it.  Truly speaking, it does not introduce these 

feelings in us; it introduces us rather into them, like the passers-by that 

might be nudged into a dance.  In short, emotion is creative (first, because 

it expresses the whole of creation, then because it creates the work in 

which it is expressed; and finally, because it communicates a little of this 

creativity to spectators or hearers.)43

Here we approach Deleuze’s conception of an immanent life.  It is immanent, not 

because it is included within our minds, but because it expresses an essence that infuses 

the whole of reality.  It is immanent as an immanent cause that in some sense, entirely 

different from a material, causal, efficient or final cause, creates the music, the work of 

art, or the idea in which it expresses itself as a force of inspiration.  It is immanent 

because, although it is not produced by us, it communicates a little of this inspiration to 

us.  Now, this creative emotion is rarely expressed sufficiently within the concepts of 

philosophy.  Bergson therefore points beyond philosophy to the work of artists and 

mystics.  As Deleuze explains:

At the limit, it is the mystic who plays with the whole of creation, who 

invents an expression of it whose adequacy increases with its dynamism.  
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Servant of an open and finite God (such are the characteristics of the Élan 

Vital), the mystical soul actively plays the whole of the universe, and 

reproduces the opening of a Whole in which there is nothing to see or 

contemplate.  Already motivated by emotion, the philosopher extracted the 

lines that divided up the composites given in experience.  He prolonged 

the outline to beyond the “turn”; he showed in the distance the virtual 

point at which they all met.  Everything happens as if that which remained 

indeterminate in philosophical intuition gained a new kind of 

determination in mystical intuition – as though the properly philosophical 

“probability” extended itself into mystical certainty.  Undoubtedly 

philosophy can only consider the mystical soul from the outside and from 

the point of view of the lines of probability.  But it is precisely the 

existence of mysticism that gives a higher probability to this final 

transmutation into certainty, and also gives, as it were, an envelope or a 

limit to all the aspects of method.44

The mystic, here, expresses the virtual point of the real to which the philosopher 

aspires.  Although philosophy cannot move by itself beyond probability, it finds its 

probability raised and intensified by the existence of the mystic.  The problem, here, is 

not whether the mystic has a true experience of God, or whether the mystic can infer any 

knowledge about God from experience.  Such extrinsic problems remain false problems.  

The truly philosophical problem is to learn how to express the immanent experience of 

life itself by means of concepts adequate to express its essence.  It is a problem of 
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attaining a higher kind of knowledge beyond metaphysical probability; it is a problem of 

expressing beatitude itself within reason.  For Deleuze, one philosopher above all others 

has been able to do so: Spinoza.  We will have to run through the moments of 

indifference and anti-theological metaphysics in Spinoza’s thought before we can turn to 

the higher knowledge that is beatitude.

2(b) Spinozism

Spinoza’s aim is to convert philosophy into an expression of God.  This constitutes an 

extraordinary revisioning of the philosophy of religion.  Indeed, Deleuze’s main work on 

Spinoza (Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, 1968) can in some ways be regarded as 

a work of theology: the entire first half of the book is concerned with the concept of God.  

In this work, Spinoza’s method resonates with Bergson’s, in spite of the obvious 

differences between logical deduction from geometric axioms and the intuition of 

duration.

Under what conditions can language become an expression of God?  Spinoza’s 

fundamental distinction is between revelation, composed of signs which reveal what is 

signified, and expression, which expresses what is expressed.45  The relation between a 

sign and what is signified is equivocal: these are distinct terms, partes extra partes, like 

objects distributed in space.  The link between sign and signified can only be learned and 

obeyed; it cannot be understood because it has no intrinsic meaning.  For Spinoza, 

scripture consists entirely in revelation, that is, in signs that are expected to be obeyed.  It 

is a mistake to turn to scripture for an understanding of the nature of God, for this is not 

                                          
45 Deleuze, Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, trans. Martin Joughin (New York: Zone Books, 1990), 
p. 57.
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the nature and purpose of scripture, which is to achieve obedience rather than an 

understanding of metaphysics.46  The requirement for understanding, by contrast, is 

commonality: what is expressed has something in common with its expression.  Although 

it may be distinct in essence, when that essence is attributed to an expression, the attribute 

is univocal in respect of what is expressed and the expression.  Univocity is a 

precondition for philosophical understanding.

Under what attributes might God express himself?  It is possible to distinguish 

between three kinds of divine names which may be derived from revelation: there are 

images of God, or how people imagine God to be, often based on their experience of 

goodness, such as the summum bonum, compassionate, just and charitable.  For Spinoza, 

these names will be entirely equivocal, since there is no reason why the nature of God 

should be good in the way in which we imagine the good.  A second kind of name derives 

from a theology of creation, and relates to God as the cause of all things – these include 

names relating to creation, providence and predestination.  It is often thought that such 

names apply to God analogically, since they are attributed to God on the basis of his 

effects, but differ in meaning when applied to God as a cause differs from its effects.  

Since they are not univocal, they do not fully express the nature of God.  A third kind of 

name is an adjective indicating the modality of the divine essence, including the classical 

philosophical descriptors of infinite, perfect, immutable, eternal, omniscient, and 

omnipresent.  The question to be determined here is whether they express the nature of 

God.  Now, according to Deleuze’s Spinoza, ‘God would not be God without them, but is 

not God through them.’47  If God is defined in these terms, then we have an extrinsic 
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definition.  For since these terms imply a perfection beyond human thought, they are not 

univocal in relation to God and creatures.  The essence of God is not generated through 

them.

As in Parmenides and Bergson, the only way to advance understanding is through

affirmation of those of our ideas that are adequate, rather than through any negation or 

limitation: ‘Immanence is opposed to any eminence of the cause, any negative theology, 

any method of analogy, any hierarchical conception of the world.  With immanence all is 

affirmation.’48  Signs are rejected as equivocal; they do not give us any understanding of 

the relation between sign and signified.  Analogies are rejected as involving a mixture of 

affirmation and negation: the eminence of the cause over the effect does not give us any 

definite idea of how the cause exceeds the effect.  Properties are rejected as involving a 

‘misty eminence’: properties such as ‘infinite perfection’ tell us nothing of the nature of 

the being to which they belong.  To be told that God is perfect tells us nothing concrete of 

what it means for God to be God.  Then, as Deleuze says, ‘It is one of Spinoza’s principal 

theses that the nature of God has never been defined, because it has always been confused 

with his “propria”.’ 49

How, then, does Spinoza proceed to form the idea of God?  ‘An adequate idea is 

just an idea that expresses its cause.’ 50  It is necessary to find a genetic definition of the 

idea of God, one from which all divine properties will follow.  Spinoza’s ‘logic’ is one of 

genesis rather than analysis.  Again Deleuze reads a transcendental turn in Spinoza: the 

first part of the method consists in gaining knowledge of our power of understanding.51  
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50 Expressionism in Philosophy, p. 133.
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One has to gain a reflexive knowledge: not an idea of some object, but an idea of an idea.  

An idea of an idea is distinct from that idea itself.  Moreover, ‘Just to have a true idea is 

enough for it to be reflected, and to reflect its power of knowing; it is enough to know, to 

know that one knows.’52  This striking claim is conceivable if an idea expresses its cause.  

Instead of proceeding from properties of an effect to properties of a cause, one determines 

the cause as the sufficient reason of the effect: the second part of the method is genetic.  

Yet it is still necessary to start with an idea we know to be true, and then, from 

suppositions about its properties, derive a genetic definition.  In order to exorcise the 

fiction of the initial supposition, one must arrive at the idea of God, from which all other 

ideas flow, as quickly as possible.  Only from this foundation do we find a unity between 

reflexive and expressive ideas, between an idea of an idea, and that idea itself.

Let us explore how this general method is applied in the case of God.  The 

requirement is as follows:

God expresses himself in his attributes, and attributes express themselves 

in dependent modes: this is how the order of Nature manifests God.  The 

only names expressive of God, the only divine expressions, are then the 

attributes: common forms predicable of substance and modes.53

The two attributes predicable in the same sense of both God and creatures are thought and 

extension: these are unlimited qualities, in that they can be extended to infinity.  They are 

also the forms common to God, whose essence they constitute, and to creatures which 
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imply them essentially.  This is not to identify the essence of God and creatures, since the 

attributes are the essence of substance but not that of modes; modes simply imply them.  

‘The univocity of attributes does not mean that substance and modes have the same being 

or the same perfection: substance is in itself, and modes are in substance as in something 

else.’54  Indeed, Deleuze claims that only through community of form can one effectively 

distinguish God and creatures; if one attempts to distinguish God and creatures through 

analogy, then one ends up making the very mistake of anthropomorphism that analogy 

denounces, since the essence of creatures is used as a basis for thinking the essence of 

God.55

The next stage is to pass from the infinite to the absolute by proving that every 

substance must be unlimited.  If a substance were limited by itself, it would have to 

change its whole essence; if a substance were limited by another, there would then be two 

substances with the same attribute; nor can a substance be limited by God, since this 

would mean that God is faced with something that requires limitation before being 

created.  All attributes must therefore belong to God as absolutely infinite being.56  The 

nature of God consists in absolute infinity, that is, an infinity of attributes.  Now, to prove 

the existence of God, Spinoza cannot simply follow proofs from infinite perfection or 

necessary existence, as Descartes does, since if one identifies infinite perfection with the 

nature of God, one does not prove that such a nature is possible or involves no 

contradiction.  Instead, Spinoza will show that the infinitely perfect has as its reason or 

principle the absolutely infinite.  Spinoza arrives at the existence of God in Proposition 

11 of Book One of the Ethics; although he does not refer to them in the proof, Deleuze 
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takes the preceding Propositions 9 and 10 as crucial.  The real or genetic definition of 

God is as an absolutely infinite being, that is a substance consisting in an infinity of 

attributes.  Since the more reality a thing has, the more attributes that belong to it or the 

more that the intellect perceives concerning its essence, and since each attribute of one 

substance is conceived through itself, then a substance consisting of an infinity of 

attributes necessarily exists since a substance cannot be conceived to exist through 

something else (such as the intellect that conceives it).  Spinoza’s God, like Kant’s, is the 

whole of reality; modes, however, are no longer limitations of an infinite substance but 

finite expressions of it.

The method, therefore, is first to distinguish between thought and extension, 

which is a true metaphysical distinction since each cannot be conceived through the 

other, and then to reunite these attributes into the unity of a virtual image, the substance 

that expresses itself in the attributes.  One can maintain an essential distinction between 

substance, or what is expressed in the attributes, and the mind that thinks the idea of 

substance, which is a modification of the attribute of thought.  Commonality is possible 

on the basis of univocity, that is, that an attribute is univocal in respect of the substance it 

expresses and the modes in which it is expressed.  While Deleuze (not entirely 

persuasively) argues that Spinoza draws heavily on Duns Scotus’ concepts including 

univocity, formal distinction (now a real distinction between attributes), modal distinction 

(the numerical individuation of modes by haecceity), and intensity (as the degree of 

power of a modal essence), he emphasises how Spinoza understands the notion of 

univocity in an altogether different way from Duns Scotus.57  For Scotus called an 
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‘attribute’ the mere properties of God, such as justice, goodness and wisdom, defining 

God by intrinsic perfections.  As a theologian, required to guard against pantheism by 

means of a ‘creationist’ perspective, Scotus made univocal Being a neutralised, 

indifferent concept, concerned with purely formal distinctions, and indifferent to 

distinctions between finite and infinite.58  For Spinoza, by contrast, the same attribute 

constitutes the essence of God and contains the essences of modes.  Univocity is the 

expression of the God in the modes; God and modes are thought together in disjunction, 

not compared in their essence.

Thus it is the idea of immanent cause that takes over, in Spinoza, from 

univocity, freeing it from the indifference and neutrality to which it had 

been confined by the theory of a divine creation.  And it is in immanence 

that univocity finds its distinctly Spinozist formulation: God is said to be 

the cause of all things in the very sense (eo sensu) that he is said to be 

cause of himself.59

Immanence is the new figure that the theory of univocity takes on in Spinoza.  As an 

immanent cause, God is the condition of possibility of real experience, no broader than 

what is conditioned.  Since God does not limit himself, there are no unrealised 

possibilities left over in God; God expresses himself fully in the modes, and only in the 

modes.
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We are now in a position to determine the relation between Deleuze’s 

metaphysics and theology.  Deleuze explains that metaphysics begins with the Platonic 

problem of participation.60  He shows how the concept of an immanent cause was 

developed out of Neoplatonism under the hypostasis of intelligence (referring in 

particular to Nicholas of Cusa).61  He also shows how the concept of an immanent cause 

begins to develop in creationist theology in the form of the exemplary Ideas in the Word 

that express the multiplicity of creatable things (referring in particular to Bonaventure).62  

Nevertheless, immanence must take leave of emanative and exemplary causation to take 

on its truly philosophical role: ‘Born of the traditions of emanation and creation it makes 

of these two enemies, questioning the transcendence of a One above Being along with the 

transcendence of a Being above his Creation.’63  It is vitally important to distinguish 

immanence from Neoplatonic emanation, Scotist univocity, and Augustinian creationism.  

In each case, the charge is not that these metaphysical traditions are false, since we are 

not concerned with the designation of objects.  Instead, theology is regarded as an enemy 

since it draws on transcendence to constrain the power of the understanding from going 

to the limit of what it can do.  The objection is a practical and philosophical one: ‘Any 

organization that comes from above and refers to a transcendence can be called a 

theological plan: a design in the mind of a god, but also an evolution in the depths of 

nature, or a society’s organization of power.’64  Whether we are concerned with religion, 

ontology or politics, the enemy is always theological.  Deleuze replaces a conception of 

transcendence based on unity, eminence, analogy and hierarchy with the distinction 
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between an expression and what is expressed.  It is a distinction that will have 

considerable implications for a philosophy of religion.

3. Beatitude

Are we to say, then, that Deleuze believes in Spinoza’s God as opposed to a ‘moral, 

transcendent, creator God’?65  Does Spinoza’s ontological proof work?  Or are we to 

claim, to the contrary, that the plane of immanence functions as the transcendental ideal 

of pure reason for Deleuze’s work, taking on its own transcendent form, and falling back 

into emanation, indifference, or eminence?  Can we take extension as an attribute of the 

absolute, given the centrality of temporality in post-Kantian metaphysics in general, and 

Bergson’s critique of spatialisation in the name of a monism of duration?

Such questions are undercut by the radical conversion of thinking that Deleuze 

applies to Spinozist metaphysics, a conversion that Deleuze finds immanent in Spinoza’s 

work itself.  In his metaphysics, Spinoza has indicated ‘a second kind of religion: no 

longer a religion of imagination, but one of understanding.  The expression of Nature 

replaces signs, love replaces obedience . . .’66  Spinoza’s theory of a third kind of 

knowledge, a knowledge termed ‘beatitude’, also indicates the possibility of a third kind 

of religion.  If Spinoza describes Christ’s knowledge as directly of the third kind, 

knowing God’s existence through itself,67 and if Deleuze describes Spinoza as the ‘Christ 
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of the philosophers’68, this must be because Deleuze attributes to Spinoza a knowledge of 

a higher kind. 

There is an extraordinary ambivalence in Spinoza’s method between its reflexive 

and genetic stages: on the one hand, Spinoza proceeds by an order of definitions, axioms, 

propositions, proofs and corollaries, where ideas reflect ideas alone.  On the other hand, 

Spinoza argues that the mind only has knowledge of itself insofar as it perceives the ideas 

of the modifications of the body.69  One begins in ignorance and learns through 

encounters and experimentation what a body can do.  How may such a duality be 

resolved?  Deleuze resolves it through the concepts of expression and affirmation: ‘When 

an external state involves an increase of our power of acting, it is joined by another state 

that depends on this very power.’70  On the one hand, a mode is composed of encounters 

between bodies that take place in duration, and enter into relations of composition.  Here, 

there are only relations of speed and slowness, movement and rest between an infinite 

number of bodies.  Such relations, however, are doubled in temporal existence by an 

eternal essence that constitutes a body’s characteristic relation.  On the other hand, a 

mode experiences an affect arising from an encounter.  Here again, when an encounter 

composes a relation, the resulting joyful passion is doubled by an active joy that 

expresses itself in the encounter.  Deleuze shows how the attributes of thought and 

extension become reconceived in terms of affects and relations of composition, 

respectively.  More significantly, the mind functions as a ‘spiritual automaton’, an 

expression: one only needs a true idea in order to know that it is true; one only needs a 

joyful encounter in order to express an active joy.
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In short, affirmation becomes the touchstone of truth in philosophy.  The 

production of ideas is practical and experimental.  Metaphysics become ethics; there is no 

real distinction here.  If existence is a test, rather like a physical or chemical test, it is one 

in which all negation must be eliminated as abstraction and fiction, so that an essence can 

express itself in an active joy.  In temporal life, ethics takes on a de facto priority in 

relation to metaphysics.  One selects adequate ideas by the active joys through which they 

are expressed; one generates true ideas when one comprehends them through their cause, 

or when an idea is reflected in the idea of an idea in a movement to infinity, at the same 

time as the infinite movement of ideas is the immanent cause that generates the true idea 

in a moment of expression or self-survey.  Adequate ideas express and affirm themselves 

in the mind.  They are understood as God understands them in a moment of beatitude.

The crux of Deleuze’s philosophy of religion lies in the nature of this moment of 

transfiguration or transmutation that produces a third kind of religion.  A ‘divine energy’ 

is invoked to describe the work of an immanent cause.71  It is an energy that under certain 

conditions can appear to manifest itself as a force of exclusive disjunction, negation, or 

limitation, as though a transcendent plan of organisation were in operation.  Under such 

conditions, it appears to operate a system of judgement, the judgement of God.  

Nevertheless, when fully affirmed as a power of expression or inclusive disjunction, as 

the difference between actual modes of existence and their virtual images or ideas, this 

divine energy loses the unity of a transcendent ideal and becomes the life that expresses 

itself in actual individuals.
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Deleuze is quite explicit in his final essay, which we can take in some ways as a 

last will and testament, about the transformation of philosophy required.  Beginning with 

a purely transcendental problem concerned with the order of ideas, ‘What is a 

transcendental field?’, he quickly moves to define a transcendental field by a plane of 

immanence, and the plane of immanence by a life.72  There is a dual transformation at 

work here.  Deleuze’s argument begins as follows:

What is a transcendental field?  It is distinct from experience in that it 

neither refers to an object nor belongs to a subject (empirical 

representation).  It therefore appears as a pure a-subjective current of 

consciousness, an impersonal pre-reflexive consciousness, a qualitative 

duration of consciousness without self.73

Deleuze begins with the immediate data of experience in order to extract the 

virtual ideas that express themselves in actual experience.  Ideas belong not to sensations 

themselves but to the passage from one to another in a pure immediate consciousness 

with neither object nor self.  The first transformation is as follows: it is not that the 

transcendental field belongs within consciousness, as though it were itself a concept that 

could be considered by the mind; a relation or passage between ideas exists eternally, 

even if there is no mind in which it can be revealed.  ‘Eternal’, here, means crossing ‘the 

transcendental field at an infinite speed which is everywhere diffuse’.74  Instead, the 

transcendental field is defined by absolute immanence: it is not internal to us, but we are 

                                          
72 ‘Immanence: A Life . . .’ p. 4.
73 ‘Immanence: A Life . . .’ p. 3.



DRAFT ONLY

36

internal to it.  It subsists, whether or not there is an individual consciousness that 

expresses it.  Ideas are no longer representations in our minds; our minds live and move 

in a transcendental field which is a mental landscape.  Instead of ideas being subjective 

and arbitrary associations, or representing objective realities, they have their own 

dynamism, life, and self-positing power.  They are modes of thought on a plane of 

immanence.

The second transformation is to understand immanence as a life.  The indefinite 

article here is the index of the transcendental: we are not concerned with concrete 

individuals, but with the conditions of experience, a transcendental determinability.  It 

would seem that we are only concerned with a virtual plane of singular ideas, the 

conceptual coordinates for dividing up experience.  Yet Deleuze writes:

Pure immanence is A LIFE, and nothing else.  It is not immanence to life, 

but the immanence which is in nothing is itself a life.  A life is the 

immanence of immanence, absolute immanence: it is sheer power, utter 

beatitude.75

We are now in a field of life and force.  Since, in Spinozism, there is a univocity of 

causation, then the actualisation of virtual ideas takes precedence over our presumed 

sense of physical causation in the encounter between bodies.  As with Hume, causation is 

a principle for the constitution of experience as such; it is not a physical principle 
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encountered within experience.  This is no simple materialism, for all events are mediated 

by an immanent causality:

What we call virtual is not something that lacks reality, but something that 

enters into a process of actualization by following the plane that gives it its 

own reality.  The immanent event actualizes itself in a state of things and 

in a lived state which bring the event about.76

Or, as Deleuze had explained decades previously in The Logic of Sense:

if Being cannot be said without also occurring, if Being is the unique event 

in which all events communicate with one another, univocity refers both to 

what occurs and to what is said.  Univocity means that it is the same thing 

which occurs and is said: the attributable to all bodies or states of affairs 

and the expressible for every proposition . . . event and sense.77

How, then, is such a dual transformation of philosophy into immanence and life to 

be achieved?  In some ways, it is merely a matter of following the empiricist conversion 

from epistemology or metaphysics into an ethics or practical philosophy.  Deleuze 

contrasts a systematic reading of Spinoza with an affective reading, ‘without an idea of 

the whole, where one is carried along or set down, put in motion or at rest, shaken or 
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calmed according to the velocity of this or that part.’78  To attain a plane of immanence, 

one has to be like the passer-by swept up into a street dance, blown along by the 

movements of thought as though by a great wind.  Life is not merely an idea, a matter of 

theory: it is a way of being.79  

Actually, there is only one term, Life, that encompasses thought, but 

conversely this term is encompassed only by thought.  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.80

For if thought surpasses the knowledge we have of it, if there is an unconscious of 

thought as such that is not normally fully expressed in consciousness, then consciousness 

may register the effect of the causes that act upon it in an affective form.  The distinction 

between inadequate and adequate ideas, or between true and false problems, is displaced 

by a distinction between joyful and sad passions.  For joyful passions may be 

accompanied by active joys that express themselves in the latter, and, as self-movements 

of the plane of immanence, these active joys express singular ideas as infinite movements 

of thought.  They are at once events that occur and senses that can be expressed.

The practical conversion places thought at once within immanence.  It is no 

longer a question of speculating about whether there is a single substance or a univocal 

Being.  It is a matter of a way of life, to live in this way.  Nevertheless, we are not 

concerned simply with moral philosophy or pragmatism; it is not as though any practical 
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philosophy will do to achieve immanence.  Instead, we are concerned with an ethics of 

thinking as such.  We no longer start with what is positive in some idea; we start with 

what is positive in a joyful passion.81  Deleuze explains three elements of Spinoza’s 

philosophy where it is entirely consonant with Nietzsche’s.  The first aspect is that 

consciousness is devalued in favour of thought, since thought surpasses the consciousness 

we have of it.82  For while thought expresses the idea as an immanent cause, 

consciousness only registers the effects of what happens in our body through sensation, 

and what happens in our mind through thinking.  Consciousness has a tendency to satisfy 

its ignorance and mask its anxiety over inadequate ideas by mistaking effects for causes.  

It takes itself as a first cause, as though it had a power over the body, whereas it is in 

itself an effect.  It takes its contents for final causes, as though there were an order of 

reasons.  When it reaches its limits, it invokes a God endowed with understanding and 

volition, operating by means of free decrees or final causes.  Indeed, Deleuze emphasises 

that consciousness is only a dream with one’s eyes open: it is constituted by the illusion 

of freedom, the illusion of finality, and the theological illusion.83

The outcome of this first aspect of the practical conversion is the moment of 

indifference: a refusal to take the contents of consciousness as true metaphysical or 

ethical categories.  The second aspect of the practical conversion applies the same insight 

to moral values: if consciousness is only composed of effects, then our sense of good or 

bad expresses the effects which our encounters have upon them.  Such effects should not 

be universalised as absolute moral judgements of right or wrong since they do not derive 
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from the final causes of moral values.  In the same way that signs of divine names are 

equivocal, moral values do not express the good life.  Yet far from being a refusal of 

ethics as such, and a licence for each to pursue the gratification of their passions or their 

immediate self-interests, this conversion is merely a precondition of an ethical life.  For 

moral values function only as signs or commands, producing no understanding of the 

good life, and it is a vain effort to hope to dispel such passions through attempts at 

reasoning from moral values.  Spinoza’s ethical path proceeds through ordering rather 

than through judgement: one should attempt to order one’s life so that sad passions are no 

longer produced, and joyful passions are substituted instead.  For if the task of life is to

produce a maximum of active joys, this cannot be achieved in a life dominated by sad 

passions.

The outcome of this second aspect of the practical conversion is to draw a 

distinction between emotions and moral values, and then to encounter the whole of reality 

on the side of emotion, for here one encounters actual causes and ideas.  It is not the case 

that all passions are good: all passions are real, are effects and signs of true causes.  This 

outcome leads straight into the third aspect which is the basis for the other two: a 

devaluation of all sad passions in favour of joy.  For a philosophy of immanence, ethics is 

purely selective: it is a matter of allowing the actualisation of the virtual.  Instead of 

selecting between extrinsic goals or values, however, true freedom lies in affirmation.  

For one can only respond to an external value through obedience or transgression, 

through passion or resentment.  Such a reaction allows no true affirmation.  Indeed, the 

person with sad passions, the slave, is necessary for the existence of the person who 

exploits them, the tyrant, and the person who is saddened by the human condition in 
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general, the priest.84  The anti-theological force of a philosophy of immanence is 

expressed in its principle of selection of active ideas, the principle of affirmation.

The ethics of philosophy, amor fati, is not a refusal to discriminate but a principle 

of discrimination itself.  It is a question of liberating the power that will in turn liberate 

life from all sad passions and liberate thought from all inadequate ideas.  In order to 

eliminate all that is negative in thought, ‘it suffices to reintegrate each thing into the type 

of infinite that corresponds to it.’85  We are no longer simply concerned with a practical 

conversion.  We are concerned with liberating a divine power within thought itself.  If 

Parmenides, Bergson and Spinoza make affirmation into the road to truth, they do not, for 

all that, provide us with a principle or method for affirmation.  Deleuze finds such a 

principle in that other philosopher of eternal beatitude, Nietzsche.

Indeed, Deleuze explains that the idea of God will itself change in content, taking 

on another content in the third kind of knowledge.86  Deleuze draws on Nietzsche for a 

general transformation of Spinozism:

Nevertheless, there still remains a difference between substance 

and the modes: Spinoza’s substance appears independent of the modes, 

while the modes are dependent on substance, but as though on something 

other than themselves.  Substance must itself be said of the modes and 

only of the modes.  Such a condition can be satisfied only at the price of a 

more general categorical reversal according to which being is said of 

becoming, identity of that which is different, the one of the multiple, etc.  
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That identity not be first, that it exist as a principle but as a second 

principle, as a principle become; that it revolve around the Different: such 

would be the nature of a Copernican revolution which opens up the 

possibility of difference having its own concept, rather than being 

maintained under the domination of a concept in general already 

understood as identical.  Nietzsche meant nothing more than this by 

eternal return.87

The power of understanding in Spinoza’s second kind of knowledge (adequate ideas) 

lacks a particular qualitative difference ‘characterized by the degree of power or intensity 

of our own essence itself.’88  To achieve the identity of speculative and practical 

affirmation, Deleuze invokes Nietzsche’s doctrine of an eternal return.  Philosophy 

becomes a means of thinking beatitude – the joy that follows from ideas of the third 

kind.89

Deleuze’s reading of the eternal return is esoteric: since he claims that Nietzsche 

never fully explained the doctrine, we may perhaps consider it as Deleuze’s machinery of 

repetition rather than Nietzsche’s doctrine.  Nevertheless, Deleuze attributes a unique role 

to the consideration of repetition in both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche:

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche are among those who bring to philosophy new 

means of expression.  In relation to them we speak readily of an 

overcoming of philosophy.  Furthermore, in all their work, movement is at 
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issue.  Their objection to Hegel is that he does not go beyond false 

movement – in other words, the abstract logical movement of ‘mediation’.  

They want to put metaphysics in motion, in action.  They want to make it 

act, and make it carry out immediate acts.  It is not enough, therefore, for 

them to propose a new representation of movement; representation is 

already mediation.  Rather, it is a question of producing within the work a 

movement capable of affecting the mind outside all representation; it is a 

question of making movement itself a work, without interposition; of 

substituting direct signs for mediate representations; of inventing 

vibrations, rotations, whirlings, gravitations, dances or leaps which 

directly touch the mind.  This is the idea of a man of the theatre, the idea 

of a director before his time.  In this sense, something completely new 

begins with Kierkegaard and Nietzsche.90

This is a practical conversion of thought: to turn metaphysics into the self-movement of 

ideas.  It is no longer a question of simply thinking difference, or thinking differently, but 

of making a difference.  For this one needs a device or machine, rather than a speculative 

principle.

Repetition is invoked not as a speculative hypothesis but as the highest principle 

of affirmation.  Deleuze compares it to Kant’s categorical imperative: ‘What is Kant’s 

“highest test” if not a criterion which should decide what can in principle be reproduced –

in other words, what can be repeated without contradiction in the form of a moral law?’91  
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Kant’s criterion of universalisability, however, remains within the sphere of generality, 

expressing a point of view according to which one term may be exchanged or substituted 

for another.  Repetition, by contrast, can only be truly affirmed in relation to that which 

cannot be replaced.  Unlike law, which always has a generality of application, repetition 

can only be applied to a singular case: ‘If repetition is possible, it is due to miracle rather 

than to law.  It is against the law: against the similar form and equivalent content of the 

law.’92  An ontology of repetition, based on an immanent causality, will lie at the farthest 

extreme from a physical determinism based on law.  Repetition is only of singularities; it 

even exceeds identity, since identity is only possible on the basis of repetition.  Repetition 

is the higher form of the transcendental field: it is the condition under which identities 

and essences become thinkable.

Deleuze argues that Kierkegaard and Nietzsche aim to make something new of 

repetition itself: it is ‘a matter of acting, of making repetition as such a novelty.’93  Both 

oppose repetition to the laws of nature, being concerned with affirmation as the most 

interior element of the will, with authenticity rather than accuracy.  Both oppose 

repetition to the moral law, since this can only subordinate particular cases to a general 

form.  Both even oppose repetition to Socratic recollection, dissolving the forms of 

particularity.  In repetition, thought is raised to the power of the infinite.

What, then, is to be repeated?  For Kierkegaard, it is a return of the beloved, the 

restoration of Isaac to Abraham or of the fortunes of Job.  Such a return seems 

impossible, leading to infinite resignation as a subjective movement of thought, followed 

by the leap of faith over an infinite abyss in virtue of the absurd.  Deleuze’s objection to 
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Kierkegaard is not that he leaps over an abyss without reason, leaving thought without a 

ground, nor that he invokes the grace of a transcendent God to achieve repetition; on the 

contrary, what the knight of faith desires is an immanence restored, and the transcendent 

movements simply recharge immanence.  Like Pascal, Kierkegaard is concerned ‘no 

longer with the transcendent existence of God but only with the infinite immanent 

possibilities brought by the one who believes that God exists.’94  Deleuze’s objection, 

rather, is that Kierkegaard invokes the repetition of the same, the ‘betrothal of a self 

rediscovered and a god recovered.’95  Yet repetition, as the source of identity, must be of 

something prior to identity.  Hence in repetition on the basis of faith, the self restored by 

God is a double or simulacrum – so that Kierkegaard can only portray himself as a poet 

of faith, a humourist, rather than a knight.  Repetition, if treated as the rediscovery once 

and for all of God and the self in a common resurrection, does not attain to true 

authenticity.  It can trace the movements; it cannot enact them.  Faith remains tied to the 

sphere of the possible, instead of attaining a true affirmation and repetition.

The problem changes, however, when believing in this world, in this life, 

becomes our most difficult task.96  It is still a matter of faith, of affirmation as the highest 

principle, but this life may now be affirmed as a set of self-actualising singular events.  It 

is faith in immanence, and immanence as a dimension of faith.  Deleuze treats the eternal 

return as an immanent principle of ethical selection, beyond the transcendent values of 

good and evil: ‘whatever you will, will it in such a way that you also will its eternal 

return.’97  Such a test eliminates all the little pleasures granted only once, everything that 
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is half-willed, everything that will be given up tomorrow.  Instead, repetition is a 

categorical principle that selects only those thoughts that fully affirm themselves, and that 

go to the limit of what they can do in expressing themselves.

Moreover, the machinery of repetition is not a speculative test applied by a 

thinking subject.  If taken in this way, one remains in the predicament of Kierkegaard: 

‘He can thus invite us to go beyond all aesthetic repetition, beyond irony and even 

beyond humour, all the while painfully aware that he offers us only the aesthetic, ironic 

and humoristic image of such a going-beyond.’98  Instead, repetition is only affirmed of 

something beyond identity and consciousness, an aliquid, what-not, thingummy, mana

(the sacred energy of the Polynesians discussed by Lévi-Strauss), ça (the French for the 

Id in psychoanalysis), truc or machin– the French word machin possessing this sense as 

well as that of a ‘machine’.99  The unique feature of such a what-not is that it expresses 

what it denotes and denotes what it expresses, circulating between thought and being, 

producing sense as a surface effect of the series it conjoins, but never being tied to a 

particular identity.  For example, if bodily organs have the function of identifying and 

responding to particular stimuli, of recognising and distributing identities, the paradoxical 

element of the ‘body without organs’ may designate this transcendental field prior to the 

formation of identities.  A ‘body without organs’ is populated only by multiplicities, 

differences, thresholds, gradients and intensities: it is actualised both in the autonomous 

self-production of a fertilised embryo and in a mode of thinking or being at the 

unconscious level of pure affirmation.  Repetition is only affirmed of an idea that acts as 

a pure dynamism creating a corresponding space.  Such a dynamic space ‘must be 
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defined from the point of view of an observer tied to that space, not from an external 

position.’100  Repetition can only be said of difference – a pure difference that differs in 

kind from the form under which it is actualised or expressed.  In truth, it is not we who 

affirm, but an idea that actualises itself in creating the autonomy of a work of art.  The 

idea affirms itself.

We are still in a logic of expression, but one where Spinoza’s God has been 

replaced by a plane of immanence, consisting only of ideas or singularities.  Such ideas 

manifest themselves at once in sense and in events, but they can only participate in 

thought and extension in this way to the extent that they are pure differences, 

transcendental ideas, existing as a multiplicity of differences and repetitions.  Unity, 

identity, negation and totality do not exist at this level; they are surface effects or 

products of such a system, rather than originary terms.  If Deleuze continues to use the 

language of ‘univocity’, then, if he writes of Being as the ‘unique event in which all 

events communicate with one another,’101 or of an ‘equal and common Being’102, this is 

because the only mode of existence is repetition.  This is how all what-nots exist.  If there 

is a ‘single clamour of Being for all beings’ raising a cry, ‘Everything is equal!’ or 

‘Everything returns!’,103 this is a cry that raises being from thought, through affirmation, 

to realisation.  It is not the whole of existence that returns; only the idea returns, in its 

moment of actualisation; all else is mere surface effect.  Being itself is selection, 

affirmation, repetition; if it has one sense, this is a sense expressed of a multiplicity.  

Repetition is an infinite circuit between thought and being, lived in singular and different 
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moments of creation.  Such events remain transcendental: they exclude the transcendental 

ideas of self, world and God because repetition, as the highest form of affirmation, can 

only be affirmed of difference.

For Deleuze, therefore, there is a ‘knowledge of the third kind’, but it is 

unconscious.  It operates through the subject in acts of creation, leaving an affect of joy, 

but it exceeds the powers of the subject.  The subject can attain beatitude as a mode of 

existence on the body without organs, but its knowledge exceeds consciousness.  Such 

knowledge is an unconscious of thought, a paradoxical element that can only be 

expressed directly as nonsense, yet, being repeated in an act of creation, it ensures the 

genesis of sense as expressed in a work of art, or in the creation of concepts, or in the 

invention of a scientific function.  As in the Bergsonian method, one follows a series of 

terms until they meet in a virtual image.  In contrast to Bergsonism, however, the two 

series converge only on a paradoxical element that remains displaced and disguised, yet 

coordinates the two – a transcendental idea that differs in kind from a sense that can be 

expressed.  It is always a what-not, a machine, an unconscious desire.  In place of a 

Spinozist substance, there is a multiplicity of singularities or events that express 

themselves with a vital power of affirmation as so many problems that motivate thought.

Conclusion

What, then, are we to conclude?  Is Deleuze’s philosophy of religion one of indifference, 

atheism, and materialism?  There is much in his work to make a reader believe so.  In 

reality, however, for one who attempts to think through his philosophy rather than merely 

reading it, nothing could be farther from the truth.  For while Deleuze might have been 
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indifferent to conventional problems in philosophy of religion, at the heart of his interests 

lies the immanent mode of a thinker, including their concepts and problems, their 

presuppositions about what it means to think, the movements made by their conceptual 

personae, and their relation to the wider territory in which they think.  While Deleuze 

may have discounted a moral, transcendent, creator God, he makes divinity into a power 

of affirmation and creativity immanent to life itself.  The whole of existence comes to 

seem inspired.  While Deleuze may seem wedded to materialist presuppositions in some 

of his conceptual rhetoric, whether appealing to a ‘plane of immanence’ or a ‘body 

without organs’, his entire philosophy displaces physical causation in favour of a 

multiplicity of ideal, immanent causes which form also a vitalism, a philosophy of life.  

Life is force, power, affirmation, repetition, differentiation, and beatitude.

It is natural that Deleuze should follow the anti-clericalism of Spinoza, Kant and 

Nietzsche by defining philosophy in opposition to theology; moreover, since the topic of 

God recurs so often throughout Deleuze’s work, it is also natural that he be no less 

concerned with a religious thought than they are.  Deleuze does not remove the question 

of the divine from thinking any more than he removes the question of ethics.  On the 

contrary, just as he converts the whole of metaphysics into ethics, making ethics into the 

immanent qualification of the thinker, he imbues the entirety of thought with a religious 

pathos, a spirit of affirmation, a praise of creativity.  In this respect, perhaps no one has 

gone further in constructing an immanent philosophy of religion.

One may question whether certain materialist assumptions continue to rule 

Deleuze’s logic of multiplicities.  One may question whether God can only be thought in 

terms of the Kantian idea of classical theism.  One may question whether affirmation is 
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not grounded on a more profound ambivalence.  One may question whether it is sufficient 

to follow the practical turn, transmuting thought into immanence and life, in order to 

construct a thinking that encompasses the whole of life, including, for example, the 

awareness that characterises consciousness, the ‘now’ that characterises time, or the faith 

that orients itself to the future.  One may even question whether it is not possible for the 

spirit of an idea to come directly into consciousness itself, under certain rare conditions, 

and, in doing so, transforming the image of thought of the plane of immanence into 

something entirely different.

Nevertheless, however Deleuze’s philosophy fares in the subsequent history of 

thought, it sets a standard for expressing an immanent religiosity as an affirmation of life 

that few may ever exceed.


