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INTRODUCTION

After a lifetime of research on the topic, Jan Aertsen in his Medieval Philosophy 
as Transcendental Thought, was unable to produce a single scholastic philosopher 
who denied in any way the transcendental convertibility of being (ens) and one 
(unum).1 Every being, precisely inasmuch as it is a being, is one. The thesis enjoyed 
unchallenged hegemony for the entire medieval age (and beyond),2 at certain 
singular points even achieving such a pitch of intensity as to blur the lines of first 
philosophy between ‘ontology’ and ‘henology.’3 This doctrinal uniformity is all the 
more surprising given the period’s fiery debates concerning not only the nature of 
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transcendental predicates,4 but their distinction,5 number,6 subject of inherence,7 
cognitive and theological functions,8 etc. This prevailing consensus certainly 
points to a set of uniquely central ontological theses, shared all the way through 
the otherwise variegated and divisive period dominated by the rich metaphysics 
of ‘the scholastic tradition.’9 

Against this background, I here locate principled divergence between the 
metaphysics of Gilles Deleuze, as deployed in his Difference and Repetition,10 
and the commitment to the transcendental convertibility of being and unity 
pronounced throughout classical philosophy, from its sources in the ancients 
through to its explicit articulation in scholasticism. To show this, I first describe 
the nature of the commitment to the convertibility of being and unity as this is 
explained within certain paradigmatic medieval thinkers and their contemporary 
expositors, and as this emerged from out of its Platonic pre-history. I then situate 
Deleuze’s departure from this commitment by locating the fundaments of his 
ontology of difference within the suppressed possibilities of the classical tradition: 
principally, in the problematic concepts created in the Neoplatonic discussion 
of the other-than-one, and in the Scotistic discussion of ultimate difference. After 
comparing Deleuze’s strategy for opposing the transcendental unum to that of 
his contemporary, Alain Badiou, I go on to concretize Deleuze’s divergence by 
staging a direct confrontation with the metaphysic of Thomas Aquinas. I suggest, 
by way of contrast, that whereas Aquinas deploys the transcendental unum in the 
three figures of limitatio, essentia, and reditio, these three expressions of unity are 
replaced by Deleuze with the alternative triplex of difference, individuation, and 
repetition. Deleuze’s denial of the transcendental convertibility of being and unity 
is thus associated with some articulated – yet, unpursued – theoretical options 
buried within the long tradition of classical metaphysics, and the ontological 
affirmation of these is shown to stand in stark and polemical divergence to, 
arguably, this tradition’s most fundamental metaphysical postulate.

This paper aims to continue the project of establishing a rapprochement between 
Deleuze’s singularly powerful heterological ontology and medieval metaphysics, 
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both of which represent high points in the history of ontology.11 This not only 
presents a challenging alternative to the basic suppositions of scholastic 
metaphysics, serving as a spur toward reappropriating medieval transcendental 
thought in a newly refreshed, systematic context,12 but also invites a reoriented 
reading of Deleuze’s principal ontological work, Difference and Repetition—
following after the suggestions of certain Deleuzian commentators that the text 
rewards consideration from multiple historical points of view, given its complex 
dialogue with the tradition of metaphysics.13 This paper thus continues on, down 
into the uniquely fundamental level of transcendental unity, further establishing 
‘Deleuze’s scholasticism,’ which association is more and more being emphasized.14 

Transcendental Unum: Sense and Inception

First, let us consider the sense of the transcendental convertibility of being and 
unum, before, second, turning to trace the historical origins of this doctrine. 

What is transcendentality in general? What is transcendental unity in particular? 
The doctrine of the transcendentals as it is classically understood concerns the 
universal determinations which attend all beings precisely inasmuch as they are 
beings. The name ‘transcendentalia’ comes from the Latin ‘transcendere’, which 
speaks to the sense in which determinations of this sort transcend or step beyond 
constriction to any of the particular Aristotelian categories of being, embracing or 
going through the entire scope of being, and perhaps also exceeding entirely the 
whole order of categorial reality, thereby including within their scope the predicates 
applicable to the divine as sui generis first and highest being. ‘Transcendental 
commonality’ pertains to the whole extent of what can be referred to as being.15 
All transcendental terms are thus equal in extension, differing from one another 
in intension.16 

Traditionally, the transcendentals’ relation to being has been construed in the way 
that properties follow upon their subjects.17 Wherever being is concretely present, 
its distinctive properties invariably accompany it. Properties follow in virtue of 
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their subject, and so transcendental properties correspond proportionally to both 
being’s degree and special categorical mode.18 There is thus a natural necessity 
requiring that the propria passiones follow upon its form/ground, as an explication 
or elaboration of the nature of the ground—which formality is not, yet, logically 
contained in the abstract quiddity of the form/ground itself, as a consequence of 
which it would instead be an essential accident. The transcendental properties 
‘one’, ‘true’, and ‘good’, as co-present with being in every case of its concretion, are 
said to be ‘convertible’ with being. The question then, is what this convertibility 
of being and unity amounts to in the scholastic tradition.

There was consensus among the scholastics on both the convertibility of being 
and unity, and on the meaning of this ‘unity’—in all cases, it was taken to mean an 
entity’s intrinsic indivision or undividedness.19 In this, the tradition was continuing 
and affirming a definition first proposed by Aristotle in the Metaphysics.20 This 
undividedness, in the words of Aquinas in his Commentary on the Sentences, is said 
to lie “closest to being.”21 For the most part, ens and unum were distinguished by 
these thinkers only logically or conceptually—unum adding nothing real to being, 
or more properly, adding only negation, only a privation of actual division.22 It 
was common practice in medieval philosophy to distinguish the transcendental 
sense of unum, running through all of the categories, from the mathematical 
sense of unum, restricted to the category of quantity. These two ‘ones’ are each 
in their own way opposed to ‘multiplicity.’23 Aquinas offers a succinct account 
of this in his Summa Theologiae (Ia. q. 11, art. 2).24 The ‘one’ of quantity is the 
principle of number; it is that which, by being repeated, comprises the sum (the 
multiple).25 Aquinas says that there is a direct opposition between ‘one’ and ‘many’ 
arithmetically, because they stand as measure to thing measured, as just-one to 
many-ones. Likewise, transcendental unity is opposed to multiplicity, but in this 
case not directly. Its opposition is not to the many-ones per se, but rather to the 
division essentially presupposed in and formal with respect to the multiplication 
of actual multiplicity. This tracks with a consistent distinction in Aquinas between 
division and plurality in which division is seen as ontologically and logically prior.26 
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Transcendental unity then, has a certain priority to its predicamental counterpart. 

We will return below to the consequences for contemporary ontology that follow 
upon this fact that, in its developed form, it was division, not plurality, that was 
taken by the classical tradition to be the precise contrary to transcendental unity. 
Having just clarified the sense of the transcendental unum, and worked out its 
function as a property with which being is proportionally convertible, we now 
turn to reconstruct the historical inception of the doctrine that each case of being 
is without exception ‘one’. As we recount the original expositions of this doctrine, 
we simultaneously glimpse, in a fragmentary fashion, certain notions which were 
elaborated by way of an oppositional complementarity to the metaphysics of 
‘unity’ then in the process of becoming. It is at these points of systematic exclusion, 
we will see, that the vocabulary Deleuze chooses to express his rejection of the 
transcendental unum can be adequately situated. 

The historically first treatise on the transcendentals, marking its origin as an explicit 
doctrine in the scholastic period, was written by the 13th century theologian Philip 
the Chancellor.27 Interestingly, although Philip names unity among transcendental 
predicates, he does not provide an independent derivation of unity alongside the 
predicates of being, truth, and goodness. He deploys the notion of indivision/
unity as explanans of each of the further transcendental predicates, including 
even being itself.28 Unity receives both a recognizably Aristotelian definition, and 
a definite prioritization among the various transcendental predicates. This points 
to the unique context of the formulation of the doctrine of transcendental unity in 
high scholasticism. The medieval mind was beginning to loosen the bonds of the 
rigid Aristotelian categorial schema, by considering what is common to all beings 
as such. In terms of expression, these commonalities maintained a generally 
Aristotelian flavor, but in terms of the effective doctrinal commitments, there can 
be detected at the beginning of the scholastic treatment of the transcendentals the 
noticeably Platonic ontological precedence of unity, and the near identification of 
being with some form of unity.29 
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It has been contested that the pre-history of the scholastic doctrine of the 
transcendentals can be found within Platonism.30 To understand the reasons 
for the ubiquitous commitment to the convertibility of ‘being’ and ‘unity’ in 
the medieval period, it is evident that we must trace their coordination back 
through Neoplatonism.31 Let us consider first Proclus. In his Commentary on 
Plato’s Parmenides he dialectically considers a variety of possible ontologically-
self-sufficient first principles, swiftly establishing that what is entirely otherwise-
than-one is impossible.32 He introduces a slightly more detailed argument by 
indirect proof in the first proposition of his Elements of Theology. This begins with 
the supposition that there is a manifold that in no way participates unity, which 
he defines as “an infinity of infinities”— each of the infinite parts consisting of a 
division into infinite parts, etc.33 If a being was to in no way participate in unity, 
Proclus says it would be condemned to indefinite formlessness, retreating from 
all proportionality, equality, and presence—so that it in no way could be called ‘a 
being.’ All beings must in some way be unities, therefore— for to be, while being in 
no way one is an ontological impossibility, unthinkable and reprehensible, indeed 
the first thought to be expelled within a general presentation of metaphysics. 

In denying being-without-one, Proclus has given us a rich description of its 
hypothetical properties. Something similar happens in Iamblichus’ Theology of 
Arithmetic. 34 He famously sets out the three primary determinations of being and 
number: the Monad, the Dyad, and the Triad. The Monad, he argues is the formal-
exemplary principle of number, but it is the Triad which is in fact the first being-
number. The indefinite dyad is harder to place. It is “the first to have separated 
itself from the Monad” 35 and is likewise a certain kind of principle of the Triad, 
inasmuch as the Triad is otherwise than the Monad. It is not, though, anything 
like an exemplary-formal principle, in terms of establishing the intrinsic character 
of that which is number. The indefinite dyad serves the opposite function—not 
of making or reproducing the same as the one, after the one, but rather making 
more than and different from the one. The indefinite dyad is outside of the Monad 
precisely by its function as the principle or agent of differentiation, dissipation, 
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and multiplication, which despite this is not itself in any way one. Yet, Iamblichus 
asserts, the entire operation of the indefinite dyad occurs within the economy 
of the Monad: “the Dyad is perpetually subordinate to the Monad, as matter is 
to form”, and this because it has no ontological independence, and indeed is not 
itself formally or exemplarily being. The differential not-one operates merely 
relatively within a given initial element, and so presupposes the priority of a unity 
which is considered absolute. 

Plotinian ‘matter’ receives similar description in Enneads II.4 and III.6.36 As the 
receptacle of form, Plotinus holds that it stands in a privative relationship to all 
that is bestowed uniquely through form (II.5,4; III.6,14). Because entity follows 
upon form, this means that matter itself is not a real entity, but as a principle is 
‘something-other-than’ the excellence of being. Intrinsically, therefore – prior to 
and independent of any participation – it can be described by the terms opposite 
to the properties of form: unlimited, great-and-small, false, multiple, unequal 
(II.4,11-16; III.6,16). Plotinus offers throughout his treatises concerning matter 
several such rich descriptions of the characteristics inherent in these ontologically 
impossible ‘others’ which are not, and cannot be, because they are without unity. 
The being of this not-one is only in the context of its being subjugated by form, 
which imports and imposes unity and limit (I.8,3; II.4,13).

Undoubtedly, the dialectical configuration of Plato’s Parmenides lies in the 
background of this Neoplatonic pre-history of the doctrine of transcendental 
unity.37 Consider the final deduction of the dialogue (165e-166c), which can be 
read as a Platonic injunction against any ascription of being to that which is 
without unity. The context of this injunction is Plato’s Parmenides considering 
what must be the case for ‘the others’ on the condition that unity in no way is. On 
the basis of what appears to be an axiomatic decision, Plato denies the possibility 
of any such being-without-one, both for being as well as for thought. For Plato has 
Parmenides say: “The others won’t be one… And surely they won’t be many either, 
since oneness would be present in things that are many. For if none of them is 
one, they are all nothing—so they couldn’t be many… Therefore, if oneness isn’t 



being without one · 125 

present in the others, the others are neither many nor one.”38 Plato denies at the 
onset even the intelligibility of being-without-one. Although it is there announced 
as a rejected concept for the first time, being-without-one receives no description 
for itself in the Parmenides. It is no sooner stated as an other-than-one than it is 
denied any possibility of being. 

Other-Than-One, Ultimate Difference, and Pure Multiplicity

We have adequate material now to scaffold Deleuze’s founding ontological thesis, 
such that its significance as the supreme departure from transcendental unity will 
be felt with all of the gravity it rightly deserves. Deleuze states that, “it is being 
which is Difference, in the sense that it is said of difference.”39 Rather than being 
analogously distributed through receptive limitation by the variety of essences, 
being is affirmed immediately and in its full and single sense of that which is the 
precise formal opposite of ens indivisum—difference itself becomes the highest 
object of affirmation.40 Unity is not primitive in being, but rather the converse: 
“difference is behind everything, but behind difference, there is nothing.”41 That 
which is named being in the plenary and total sense is not the simplicity and unicity 
of God as ens infinitum,42 but is instead, in Deleuze’s coinage, “the Disparate”.43 

I would like to stress how directly this ‘pure’ difference contrasts with the meaning 
of scholastic ‘indivision’. Deleuze insists, for one thing, that such a difference 
must be internal—he disavows any interpretation which would make ‘difference-
in-itself ’ merely relative to already-constituted items—an extrinsic, empirical 
difference between thing and thing.44 Internal division, though, perfectly opposes 
the scholastic unum, which is defined as internal indivision. Likewise – and this 
is where the Platonic characterization of being-without-one resurfaces – the 
difference Deleuze intends is ‘pure’ because it at no point reduces to self-identical 
(undivided) units, but on the contrary is “constituted by a difference which itself 
refers to other differences.”45 In this, Deleuze speaks exclusively, in terms nearly-
identical to those which the Neoplatonists deny entirely, of being as a “state of 
infinitely doubled difference, which resonates to infinity.”46 We can see, just from 
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these few statements, how Deleuze’s saying being of pure difference precisely 
departs from the scholastic thesis that all being is per se undivided, and from 
the Platonic thesis that no being is without unity. It is less the case that Deleuze 
mints entirely new concepts of which to say being, and more that he rescues the 
exiles of the classical tradition, condemned and considered impossible there, in 
order to give them an opposite ontological valuation. In this classical tradition, 
with which Deleuze was quite familiar, there was conspicuous effort placed into 
articulating, for the sake of its ontological denial and subordination, that which 
has in all respects a privative or subtractive relationship to unity. Contrary to 
these ontological evaluations, but precisely consistent with their respective 
descriptions, Deleuze says being itself of absolute difference dividing to infinity, 
which division is the very element of separation from unity. Against the classical 
tradition, he makes these subordinated elements ontologically primitive and 
absolute.47 

Deleuze repeats this precise inversion even more dramatically within the context 
of Duns Scotus and his school. That which in the Scotistic disputations had a 
problematic or privative relationship to being, is in Deleuze affirmed fully as the 
whole of being.48 

Scotus famously developed and affirmed a univocal sense of being, predicable 
in such a way that, he says: “All categories, species, and individuals as well as 
all essential parts of the categories and the uncreated being include being 
quidditatively.”49 But, Scotus understood that he must at the same time develop 
a general principle for the differentiation of univocal being. This was a uniquely 
pressing concern, given the unprecedented scope of univocal sameness which he 
had afforded to the predication of being. Scotus could not suppose, with analogy, 
that “being” is a confused concept, inclusive of its differences.50 Raised to the 
level of quidditatively empty generality and precise simplicity, differences must 
be introduced into being externally. Scotus was thus obliged to develop the 
concept of ultimate difference. As univocal being is purely determinable, ultimate 
difference is pure determination, and is the precise formal reason for entitative 
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differentiation.  

Scotus went quite far in his definition of ultimate difference’s character.51 That 
which differs in this difference must be primarily diverse, that is, having no 
sameness, participating in no shared identity. Scotus argued that if even ‘being’ or 
‘thing’ were common to the ‘sides’ of ultimate difference, then this would preclude 
its primary diversity, and so it could not then be the precise formal reason for 
determinate entitative difference. Thus, what Scotus inaugurated in his notion of 
the ‘ultimate differences’ is the concept of pure, “self-different”52, transcendental 
difference— “unreified” absolute diversity which is not even the differing of thing 
from thing.53

But this difference-in-itself entirely exclusive of identity introduced an 
insuperable problem for Scotus and his school. By definition, it seemed, univocal 
being could in no way be predicable of ultimate difference itself. If being was 
predicable, then the supposedly ultimate difference would instead be merely a 
difference between things or beings. But, if being cannot be predicated of ultimate 
difference, then what ontological status can it have? Just as “matter” remained 
an ontologically ambiguous but necessary principle in Neoplatonism, “ultimate 
difference” remained an ontologically ambiguous but necessary principle in 
Scotism. Scotus tried to evade the conclusion that ultimate differences do not 
exist by saying that univocal being is predicable in quale or “denominatively” 
rather than in quid, that is, being is predicable in a secondary and derivative sense 
of ultimate difference. But this committed Scotus to a rebirth of a certain kind of 
cryptic analogy in his notion of being, inasmuch as he inadvertently re-introduced 
priority and posteriority into its sense.54 This likewise implied, interestingly, that 
ultimate difference was thought to be even more different from being than God is 
from creatures (given that in the latter case, an embracing univocal concept was 
still available). Almost every logically possible alternative solution was proposed 
by Scotus’ followers, but, by the time of scholasticism’s end, the problematic 
ontological status of the ultima differentia remained unresolved.55 
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I have argued elsewhere that Deleuze can be productively read as the first Scotist 
to fully affirm both univocal being and ultimate difference, predicating the former 
of the latter without reservation.56 This claim directly relates to how Deleuze’s 
notion of being stands with respect to the problematic of transcendental unity. One 
might conclude that the aporia in which Scotus’s school was caught is grounded 
in the ubiquitous shared commitment to the convertibility of being and unity. 
Univocal being was not predicated of ultimate difference alone and exclusively, 
because where being is predicated, it carries with it as a property a proportionate 
unity or indivision, whereas ultima differentia is pure division without any unitive 
core. That the latter is not even entertained appears clearly in Scotus’s definitional 
argument against being’s predicability of ultimate difference— that “then there 
would be different beings,” which highlights the presupposed exteriority of being 
and difference.57 Scotus does not attempt, nor does he countenance as possible, 
being’s predication of difference-in-itself. The Scotistic school was unable to 
bring their master’s concepts to consistency, just as Scotus himself was unable to, 
because of the commitment to transcendental unity. 

Deleuze’s ‘intervention’ into classical metaphysics (which consists in predicating 
univocal being of difference-in-itself: expressed as much in the other-than-one 
as in the ultimate difference) is manifestly a clear and direct contradiction of 
transcendental unity— both as this is incipiently phrased in Neoplatonism, and 
as it deployed in the commitments of late scholasticism. 

But what is more, Deleuze engages this inversion more radically than even those 
in his milieu who claim this same project as their own. Recall that transcendental 
unity is directly opposed to actual division, and only in virtue of actual division 
is opposed to certain instances of multiplicity— the contrary of transcendental 
unity, therefore, is not precisely stated in terms of “pure multiplicity”. This 
context allows us to decide on a debate between Deleuze and his contemporary 
Alain Badiou, with respect to their broadly shared task of disavowing an ontology 
predicated upon the centrality of unity.58 This task in Deleuze is phrased as the 
critique of identity, or of the ontology of the “(n-1)”, and in Badiou is stated by the 
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axiomatic decision of the non-being of the one.59 But, they phrase their ontologies 
of being-without-one in importantly different ways. In Being and Event, Badiou 
sets out to replace the mathematical dyad of just-one/many-ones with an ontology 
of the pure multiple, which, being by stipulation in no way one, is situated within 
the presentative count-as-one. Badiou’s phraseology of rejection circulates 
around the “pure/inconsistent multiple”, which justifies his identification of 
ontology with pure mathematics.60 But, from what we have seen above in terms of 
scholastic transcendental thought, this strategy for rejecting transcendental unity 
is not precisely to the historical point—Deleuze rightly calls the ontological use 
of the mathematical opposition of just-one to many-ones a “distorted dialectic”.61 
Although pure multiplicity implies the contradiction of unity – for the reasons 
already seen – it does so only as parasitic upon division as that which both precedes 
multiplicity and as that which itself formally contradicts unity. But it is this division 
which Deleuze intends by his concept of pure difference. Univocal being is said 
immediately and precisely of this very division, difference-in-itself. If, then, there 
is to be an axiomatic decision against an ontology of the “one”, or for a “One-less 
ontology”62, this can be pursued only confusedly under the mathematical banner 
of the ‘pure multiple’. It would be the same confusion to mistake Deleuze’s saying 
being of pure difference – where the latter is understood appropriately as the 
precise contrary of indivisum, as nothing but the simple dissolution of ‘the one’ – 
with “an ontological precomprehension of Being as One.”63 

Divergent Connections: Deleuze and Aquinas

To concretize what has been said, we now turn to a direct explication of some of 
the ontological implications of transcendental unity, setting out in the process 
Deleuze’s specific divergence from three deployments of the unum to be found 
in the work of Thomas Aquinas. I designate these three instances of unity by the 
terms limitatio, essentia, and reditio. Limit, as an entitative negation separating one 
entity from another; essence or form, as the positive and unitive core of a being and 
principle of its cohesion; and return or subsisting recollection, as a certain synthetic 
unity by which an entity’s acts are said to perfect its being. These are some of 
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the ontic or entitative structures which correspond to the general ontological or 
transcendental expression of the convertibility of being with unity. In what follows 
I will indicate how Deleuze departs in turn from each of these concretizations of 
unity. 

First, let us consider limit and its connection to unity. The indivision of all 
concrete being inasmuch as it is being tended to have a complementary feature 
enumerated alongside it, that of being divided from all else. Almost all of the 
medievals combined internal-indivision and external-division under the single 
term: unum. Aquinas, for instance, succinctly states that “unity is that which is 
undivided in itself and divided from all others.”64 By being undivided within its 
own identity, an entity is essentially set off from, delimited over against, others.65 
A unified being is not compromised or complicated with others, but retains 
instead a certain absoluteness. A unified being is in retaining its limit by which it 
opposes its other. This was considered, by some medieval thinkers, as identical to 
having form and definition. Therefore, transcendental unity implies that all that 
participates in being takes part in limit and opposition.  

Ontological negation, Deleuze states repeatedly in Difference and Repetition, comes 
in two forms: limitation, by which it is set off from its others, and opposition, 
by which it is incompatible with what is otherwise than it. Deleuze repeatedly 
criticizes the ontological rights of either such form of negation, seeing in them an 
alien intrusion which distorts the pure affirmation of being.66 Deleuze contends 
that ‘this is not that’ is ontologically inadequate, that this external comparison 
fails to express what comprises things in their proper being.67 The situation 
wherein we are constrained to say ‘this is not that’ is often construed, Deleuze 
says, as being the necessary metaphysical consequence of denying Parmenidean 
monism—of affirming plurality in being.68 On the contrary, Deleuze can be read as 
attempting to affirm the multiplicity and diversity of entity, without at the same 
time importing the ontological negative as a real principle, which negative limit 
goes along with the transcendental unum.69 
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Next, consider the role that essence or form plays within the instantiation of 
transcendental unity. Because “all negation is founded in affirmation”70, the 
limitation dividing one from another has its basis in the absolutely posited identities 
of the items divided. This affirmation of entity with reference to its positive and 
intrinsic determination, its essentia, is what Aquinas names the transcendental 
res. Aquinas says in his Commentary on the Sentences: that, absolutely speaking, “res 
is said to be that which has a determinate and firm existence in a nature.”71 This 
matches with ens considered absolutely, but expressed negatively, which we have 
seen is the meaning of the transcendental unum. Ens taken absolutely is therefore 
equally res and unum.72 

This triad is of decidedly Aristotelian origin, with Aristotle saying in the Metaphysics 
that “‘one man’ and ‘man’ are the same thing, and so are ‘existent man’ and 
‘man.’”73 The three are bound together by the mediation of essentia/forma, which 
is – following both Aristotle and Boethius – both the ontological principle through 
which an entity is a being and that through which it is itself undivided. Substantial 
form takes the role of determining an entity’s quiddity and of being that in and 
through which an entity exists inasmuch as it is an intrinsic structuring principle.74 
The form imports unity to the composite, on account of the fact that, considered 
in itself, essence is a unitas per seipsam—it is qualitatively and definitionally 
undivided, and therefore exemplarily one.75 The intrinsic internal indivision of 
that which is follows directly on its being constituted through the essence itself, 
which is what is.76 In short, transcendental unity implies that the principle of an 
entity’s being is itself a unity. 

By contrast, Deleuze furthers the initiative of his avowed predecessors (principally 
Whitehead and Simondon), in the criticism of the ontological primacy of essence/
form within the constitution of concrete entity.77 He approaches this topic as 
a part of his extraordinarily complex theory of individuation.78 Individuation is 
ontologically and explanatorily prior to either extensity and quality, the two forms 
of “generality.”79 What this means is that the unity of form is posterior to numerical 
unity.80 But, Deleuze claims the intension of individuality is ‘intensity,’ which is 
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just the differing of an internal difference.81 So, numerical unity and diversity has 
its ground in the virtual region of pre-individual, individuating differences.82 The 
unity of form (the determinations of quality/extensity) are accounted for through 
the process of individuation, as the necessary cancellation of intensive difference 
outside of itself, as explicatio—covering over the difference constituting the 
individual in a kind of transcendental illusion.83 “The source of the production of 
real objects”84, the actualization and epiphany85 of individuality and its necessary 
connection with formality,86 is not through an immanent formation by a unitas per 
seipsam, but rather is through the differential processes of pre-individual being-
without-one.87 Deleuze can be read, in this, as driving a wedge between ens and 
unum by supplanting the ontological middle term of the res.88  

Finally, consider how the unum is expressed by a certain form of entitative reditio. 
The transcendental triad ens-res-unum is worked out in more detail by Aquinas, 
in a passage from the De Veritate (q. 2, art. 2, ad. 2), where he provides a rare 
definition of the term “subsistence”, the name for being simpliciter.89 Aquinas says 
that,

the return (reditio) to one’s own essence is, in the Book of Causes, called 
nothing other than the very subsistence of a thing in itself; for non-
subsistent forms are poured out over that which is other, and by no means 
are recollected to themselves; but subsistent forms are poured out to other 
things, perfecting and influencing them, so that, however, they yet retain 
themselves in their immanence.90 

It is commonplace to note that inasmuch as a being is, it acts.91 What Aquinas 
adds here is that inasmuch as a being is and acts, it involves an integrative 
gathering of the plurality of acts back toward the identity of a convergent center, 
a core of ontological sameness, which sameness of the ground is recognized both 
in the formal similitude or resemblance of ground and consequent, and also in 
the coherence of the consequents. Ultimately, this ontological return aims at the 
continuance and the perfection of the nature, which is expressed as the natural 
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overflow of first act (ens) into second act (bonum).92 This reditio or ‘subsisting 
recollection’ represents a particularly definite deployment and articulation of 
transcendental unity, inasmuch as it is a claim that the entity is undivided in terms 
of essence/activity. The entity in acting is undivided (unum) from its identity (res) 
to the same degree that it is a being (ens).93 

By contrast, Deleuze denies that in the heart of being as such, there is involved any 
such recollection—in denying the unitas per seipsam of form/essence as intrinsic 
constitutive principle, there remains nothing in the entity towards the perfection 
of which action might return. This is phrased by Deleuze as the general rejection 
of any ontological repetition of the same.94 The same does not return—only the 
different returns.95 What this means is that the ‘return’ of present action/affect into 
its ontological ground is its dissolution within the difference which determines 
it.96 What proceeds from this ground in individuation and actualization is the 
new, washed clean of all identity or real sameness.97 The superficial resemblance 
of the affect/action to the past present is without ontological foundation, their 
succession is without identifiable internal linkage.98 The entity is disarticulated 
into a plurality of affects. The coherence of substance-accident indivision is 
shattered no less than essence’s primitive unity. 

Implications and Conclusions

Deleuze’s conceptual creations are always “fiercely new, [and] completely 
disconcerting.”99 And yet, despite their novelty, Deleuze manages to (in some 
inimitable way) remain in consistent, often profound, conversation with his 
historical predecessors. In this piece, I have traced one such line of connection, 
revolving around the medieval thesis of transcendental unity. The fact of Deleuze’s 
divergence from this thesis, and a few of this departure’s most salient dimensions 
– principally, its strategic resurrection and revaluation of both the Neoplatonic 
other-than-one and the Scotistic ultimate difference – have been made clear. I want 
to gesture, by way of conclusion, toward several connected problematics that are 
opened up from out of the unprecedented and radical fact of the disarticulation 
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of being and unity in Deleuzian ontology. These are, if you will, some of the 
implications for further thought which the idea of transcendental being-without-
one makes possible.  

A first implication follows simply upon the fact that, thanks to Deleuze’s 
monumental efforts, there exists, at last, a notion of being which withdraws in 
some measure from, and can be articulated independently of, unity. Such an 
acknowledgement within metaphysics – that being-without-one can be thought 
and what is more, can even be existentially affirmed – implies that contemporary 
metaphysics is no longer permitted the luxury to languor naively in an unassessed 
assumption of being and unity’s immediate sameness.100 Henceforth, if the 
transcendental unum is to appear at all as a theorem within the text of metaphysics, 
this can only be justifiable inasmuch as it first becomes something won in the 
creative effort of argumentation, rather than remaining a thing merely presumed 
to have been always-already obscurely established and universally supposed. 
Thus, Deleuze’s challenging divergence makes being’s transcendental unity or 
disunity, perhaps for the first time, a genuine problem and question for thought.101 
When faced with the imperative to respond to this abyssal question, though, 
what is immediately evident is that contemporary metaphysics does not yet wield 
concepts adequate to the task of prosecuting transcendental disputation at this 
level of fundamentality.102 The requisite methodology by which the conclusion 
of transcendental unity could even be conceived as susceptible of proof has yet 
to be elaborated as such. What this means is that by articulating being-without-
one as an available ontological alternative, Deleuze simultaneously grants to 
contemporary metaphysics a historically singular task of conceptual creation.103 
That is: to thematically reconceive transcendental derivation, which investigation 
will take a completely unprecedented character inasmuch as it is not permitted to 
take the transcendental unum for granted as basic to the sense of being.

Further, exactly because the unum can no longer function as an incontestable 
arche and global explanans of transcendental derivation, there follows immediately 
a chain of disruptions to the received conceptualizations of the remaining 
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transcendental predicates, and a corresponding disarticulation of their presumed 
systematic intercommunication.104 The transcendental decentering we’ve charted 
here does not stop with unity, but extends as a direct consequence by way of the 
excised unum to all of the traditional ‘properties’ of being. Deleuze’s divergence 
thus transforms these remaining transcendental loci into so many discrete, once-
again-living problematics. They live again by having their apparently settled 
character shaken, and their basic premises precipitously inverted. This re-opens 
the history of late scholastic transcendental disputationes in a way – characteristic 
of Deleuze – which is both creatively polemical and uniquely contentual.105 Each 
of these complex historical discussions, in which the various transcendental 
notions were originally and expertly forged, have become susceptible once more 
to a dramatic engagement—one which is able to take place in the very terms of the 
scholastic participants, while yet proposing a standpoint entirely alien to anything 
which medieval philosophy could have imagined. Armed as contemporary thought 
is with the fertile exteriority of Deleuze’s being-without-one, understood to be 
an explicit divergence from the transcendental unum, we can with validity stage 
and perform a certain grand metaphysical theater, which consists in injecting or 
insinuating a specifically Deleuzian voice into the midst of the high scholastic 
discussions on the transcendentals, as though in one of these classical disputes 
someone were to proclaim: “Sed contra, we hold that being and unity are not 
convertible; for Deleuze has said that being is said primarily and exclusively of 
internal division. But unity is defined as the negation of internal division, and 
therefore it is not inevitable that unity be considered a property convertible with 
being.”

The possibility of such a critical intervention – or interruption – is of no merely 
idle interest. A Deleuzian interjection at these disputations directly complicates 
and forestalls at their point of codification the historically definitive formulations 
of the transcendentals verum and bonum. These transcendental properties of 
being, although not always explicitly affirmed as transcendentalia, were even 
still to have an immeasurable influence upon modern philosophy’s major 
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metaphysical tradition.106 Deleuze’s being-without-one can thus be redeployed 
as an unregistered possibility at certain historically strategic points, to force the 
scholastic disputants – and their contemporary advocates – to begin again their 
deductions of these transcendental predicates, faced with the high standard of 
an unsubdued possibility of a deep ontological disunity. The possibility of such a 
contentual return and critical reassessment of medieval transcendental thought 
as a whole by way of Deleuze’s affirmation of being-without-one thus accords 
fully with the fragmentary attempts made by certain contemporary thinkers 
(Agamben, Badiou, and Nancy) in their efforts to reappropriate aspects of the 
medieval transcendental tradition, and to discover a vantage point by which 
to address this tradition from its conceptual ‘outside’.107 Such a perspective, I 
suggest, is won with particular poignancy and directness in Deleuze’s rigorous 
conceptualization of being-without-one. 
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signifies what ‘one’ signifies, it does not signify this in the same way. Whatever ‘being’ signifies, 
it signifies positively and affirmatively rather than negatively. ‘One’, on the other hand, signifies 
all of the things signified by being in both an affirmative and a negative way.” Although it remains 
a disputed question between Thomists and Scotists whether ‘one’ is ultimately a negation, only 
logically distinct from being (Aquinas) or a positive reality, formally distinct from being (Scotus, 
following up on certain suggestions found in Avicenna) both camps agree that the intension of 
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in-its-own-way— deployed diversely in different contexts of being: “the one, then, in every class 
is a definite thing, and in no case is just this, unity” (Met. I.2, 1054a10). Such a pros hen equivocity 
is fitting given the close connection between being and unity which we see Aristotle assert in Δ.2. 
So, like the discussion of the several senses of being in the succeeding chapter of the ‘lexicon’ 
(Met. Δ.7, 1017a8-1017b9; E.2, 1026a33-37), Aristotle in both books I and Δ enumerates a largely 
similar list of the several ways in which things are said to be ‘one’. Something is called ‘one’ if 
it is either (a.) continuous (without division into discrete parts in place or time), (b.) formally 
whole (not definitionally divided), (c.) individual (numerically undivided), or (d.) universal 
(indivisible in intelligibility). Although ‘unity’, like being, is really equivocal (both with respect to 
its four primary senses just outlined and in terms of its deployment in the categories of being), 
there is certainly a logically univocal core to its notion. In each of the senses above described, 
the same notion of ‘indivision’ was operative. Aristotle identifies this, saying that “to be one 
means to be indivisible” (Met. I.1, 1052b16). But, this logical univocity in no way precludes a real 
equivocity—a really prior, because simpler expression of this indivisibility. Thus, Aristotle states 
that “unity in the strictest sense, if we define it according to the meaning of the word, is measure, 
and most properly of quantity, and secondly of quality” (Met. I.1, 1053b4-5). The meanings of 
this indivisibility are extended further, so as to ‘correspond to the categories one to one’ (Met. 
I.1, 1054a14). The principal instance of unity in the truest sense is the quantitative, as we saw 
from the passages in Met. I.1. How should we articulate this in terms of the fourfold division 
from Δ.7? Plainly the two available candidates are (a.) and (c.), the former being an instance of 
continuous quantity and the latter an instance of discrete quantity. From Aristotle’s definition 
of continuous quantity (Cat. 6, 5a1-15) though, we can see that it directly contradicts the logical 
definition of unity stated above, as ‘indivisibility’. Because the continuous is defined precisely by 
its thoroughgoing susceptibility to division – by its being in many respects less than fully undivided 
– it would certainly be strange if the unity which Aristotle believes to be most adequately and 
fully called unity was exactly infinitely perforated by potentially common boundaries allowing 
infinite divisibility, and so possessed only in a relative way of the characteristic which Aristotle 
in the same passage describes as the principal feature of unity. Thus, we should decide against 
continuous quantity (a.) as the principal kind of unity. Consistent with the division above, this 
implies that taken in itself, the principal kind of unity is the discrete quantity of the individual 
‘this’ (c.). As we will see, individual unity will have its principle in the formal unity (b.) of the 
species, constitutively inherent in the individual ‘this’. For Aristotle’s understanding of unity, and 
the relationship of being and unity, see Adam Crager, “Three Ones and Aristotle’s Metaphysics.” 
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