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This chapter is concerned with two distinct but related questions: (a) 
does Deleuzian philosophy offer an account of moral norms (i.e., a 
theory of normativity)? (b) does Deleuzian philosophy offer an account 
of moral values (i.e., a theory of the good)? These are important ques-
tions for at least two reasons. First, the moral- and value-theoretical 
aspects of Deleuzian philosophy have tended to be ignored, dismissed, 
overlooked, or otherwise overshadowed in the literature by the ontolog-
ical, historical, and political aspects. Second, Deleuze – along with other 
alleged “postmodernists” such as Foucault and Derrida – has occasion-
ally been accused of moral relativism, skepticism, and even nihilism. 
The aim of what follows is to demonstrate the value and importance 
of Deleuze’s (and Guattari’s) contributions to ethics and to defend 
Deleuzian philosophy from the charges just mentioned.

Between 1933 and 1945, Nazi Germany systematically dismantled 
German democracy, violated international law, and perpetrated count-
less horrii c crimes against humanity – chief among them the extermina-
tion of 11 million people, approximately 6 million of whom were Jews. 
Between 1948 and 1994, Nelson Mandela and other activists engaged 
in a bloody but ultimately successful battle against the racist govern-
ment of South Africa in an effort to abolish apartheid. Most people 
would regard the actions of the Nazis as morally reprehensible and the 
actions of the anti-apartheid freedom i ghters as morally praiseworthy. 
Although both used violence in the pursuit of political ends, only the 
latter were allegedly morally justii ed in doing so. Why is this the case? 
On what grounds do we morally condemn the Nazis but morally praise 
the freedom i ghters?

These and similar questions are questions about political normativity 
– the moral criteria by which we judge the actions, policies, and, in some
instances, the very existence of political entities. Politico-normative
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criteria often involve moral concepts such as justice, rights, and equal-
ity which, though related to other moral concepts such as the right and 
the good, apply specii cally to political entities rather than individual 
persons. The overarching concern of political normativity, therefore, is: 
how ought political institutions to conduct themselves? This includes 
internal questions (e.g., what laws, policies, or principles ought states 
to implement?) as well as external questions (e.g., how ought states to 
act with regard to other states?). Theories of political normativity often 
attempt to provide answers to the sorts of questions mentioned above 
in terms of justice, which is without a doubt the pre-eminent value of 
modern political philosophy. Generally speaking, a state is regarded as 
“just” if it implements just laws, policies, and social norms and acts 
justly towards its own citizens as well as those of other states. But this 
merely begs a further question, one that lies at the heart of the Western 
political tradition: namely, what is justice? Answers to this question are, 
of course, many and varied, but all of them take for granted that justice 
is the fundamental value in determining how political entities ought to 
conduct their affairs.

Although this approach to political philosophy is hardly new (Plato 
and Aristotle, not to speak of countless other ancients, were all preoc-
cupied with questions of justice1), it did not “come of age,” as it were, 
until the Enlightenment. For thinkers such as Immanuel Kant, normativ-
ity (both moral and political) was inexorably connected to related liberal 
concepts such as universal rationality and autonomous subjectivity. By 
the middle of the nineteenth century, however, such concepts had fallen 
prey to severe criticisms from the likes of Marx and Nietzsche. Since that 
time, philosophers such as Gilles Deleuze have pushed these criticisms to 
their limit, completely jettisoning the ontological, epistemological, and 
moral presuppositions upon which much of Enlightenment thought was 
founded. At the same time, it is clear that Deleuze – both in his work as 
a philosopher and as a political activist – believed that certain political 
institutions are to be recommended and others rejected.2 How is this pos-
sible given Deleuze’s wholesale rejection of Enlightenment concepts such 
as justice, autonomy, and transcendental normativity? In this chapter, 
my aim is to provide an answer to this question by exploring Deleuze’s 
political philosophy. Although Deleuze rejects certain conceptions of 
normativity – most importantly the transcendental and universalizable 
normativity underlying liberal thought – I shall argue that he does not 
reject normativity tout court. Rather, he formulates an entirely new 
concept of normativity which is categorical without being  transcendental 
– in other words, an immanent conception of normativity.
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Writ large, normativity refers to imperatives, duties, obligations, per-
missions, and principles which do not describe the way the world is but 
rather prescribe the way it ought to be (Korsgaard 1996: 8–9; cf. Kagan 
1997; Dancy 2000; Gert 2004; Sosa and Villanueva 2005). Morality, 
which may be regarded as coextensive with normativity, concerns laws, 
principles, and norms which prescribe how human beings ought and 
ought not to act (Korsgaard 1996: 8–9). To this extent, it is principally 
concerned with expressing what is right (i.e., what ought to be done) as 
distinct from what is good (i.e., what is worth being valued, promoted, 
protected, pursued, etc.). The latter is the purview of axiology or ethics 
– the study of what is good or valuable for human beings and, by exten-
sion, what constitutes a good life (Korsgaard 1996: 1–4; cf. Crisp and 
Slote 1997; MacIntyre 1997; Hursthouse 2002). For the ancients, the 
ethical question of “how one should live” (i.e., what constitutes a good 
life) was of primary importance. Life is judged vis-à-vis its relationship 
to the cosmological order – the “great chain of being” – in which it is 
situated. At the summit of this order is the Form of the Good (for Plato) 
or the specii cally human telos known as eudaimonia (for Aristotle) to 
which human lives must conform. The good or the valuable transcends 
the realm of human experience because it is, in some sense, more real. 
Consequently, the things of this world are always striving not only to 
become better but to be – that is, to exist in the fullest and most real 
sense (Korsgaard 1996: 2). In the case of human beings, success in this 
striving is manifested in arête – that is, excellence or virtue.

The ethical question (how should one live?) was gradually replaced by 
the moral or normative question (how should one act? or how should 
one behave?). Enlightenment philosophers such as Bentham and Kant 
were no longer concerned with the good life so much as the moral 
righteous action. In truth, the origins of this shift can be traced to a 
much earlier period – namely, the Christian Middle Ages.3 During that 
time, the classical concept of virtue is at i rst eclipsed by but ultimately 
fused with the Hebraic concept of law. In medieval Christianity, mate-
rial (hence human) reality is no longer considered good (even in the 
less-than-ideal sense of “not as good as the realm of the Forms”) but 
fallen. Consequently, material things – including human beings – are 
“reluctant, recalcitrant, [and] resistant” to the good (Korsgaard 1996: 
4). They must be compelled through the force of laws, prescriptions, 
imperatives, and commandments which are given directly by God or 
else embedded in human nature itself.4 Despite its emphasis on law 
rather than excellence, the Christian concept of normativity nonetheless 
maintains the assumption of a hierarchical cosmological order. Modern 
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moral philosophers like Kant, Bentham, and Mill repudiate this idea in 
two crucial ways: i rst, by shifting the focus of moral judgment to indi-
vidual subjects, as opposed to the relation of human life in general to a 
larger cosmological whole; and second, by rejecting the idea of a “great 
chain of being” – i.e., a qualitative ontological hierarchy with God (or 
the Forms) at the top and brute matter at the bottom. Consequently, 
morality is no longer concerned with the shape lives take; rather, it 
establishes the moral boundaries or limits of human action. As long as 
one acts within said boundaries, the direction one’s life as a whole takes 
is entirely up to the individual. Morality becomes an exteriorized and 
transcendent concept, estranged from ordinary human life. Whether 
its ultimate foundation is the divine commandments of God or the 
dictates of an abstract moral law (e.g., Kant’s categorical imperative or 
Bentham’s principle of utility), it is no longer situated in our world or 
woven into the fabric of our experiences.

Much of this changes in the nineteenth century with Nietzsche. As 
Lewis Call notes, Nietzsche’s “dispersed, nonlinear, aphoristic style com-
bines with his powerfully destabilizing genealogical method to produce 
a thinking which calls everything into question . . . [which] lays waste 
to every received truth of the modern world, including those of science, 
politics, and religion” (Call 2002: 2). Nietzsche’s most radical moves 
are without question his announcement of the death of God5 and his 
systematic critique of traditional morality.6 In one fell swoop, Nietzsche 
not only destroys the very idea of God, but with it the transcendent 
foundation of conventional Judeo-Christian morality. This gives rise to 
a new question: not how should one live? or how should one act? but 
rather how might one live? In lieu of any transcendent “outside” to con-
strain our actions or establish what sorts of lives are worthwhile for us 
to pursue, we are free to pursue new ambitions and projects, to explore 
new ways of being – in short, to discover with Spinoza “what a body 
is capable of” (Deleuze 1990b: 226). The trend in philosophy known 
as “postmodernism,” of which Deleuze is a part, is often said to begin 
with Nietzsche (as well as Freud and Marx). This claim is not without 
warrant, since all of the typical postmodern gestures – e.g., “incredulity 
towards metanarratives, a suspicious attitude towards the unii ed and 
rational self characteristic of much post-Enlightenment philosophy . . . 
a powerfully critical stance towards any and all forms of power . . . a 
critical awareness of the ways in which language can produce, repro-
duce, and transmit power [etc.]” – were i rst made by Nietzsche (Call 
2002: 13–14). Todd May has suggested that the question of how might 
one live? is the cornerstone of Deleuze’s philosophy (May 2005: 3). Far 
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from merely reiterating Nietzsche’s answers to this question, however, 
Deleuze systematically reinvents them.

The primary focus of Deleuze’s early works is metaphysics and the 
history of philosophy. Nevertheless, a few ideas from these works are 
worth noting in brief detail in order to understand Deleuze’s later, more 
explicitly moral-theoretical endeavors. The i rst is Deleuze’s critique 
of the subject. Liberal political philosophy – not to speak of modern 
philosophy more generally – begins with the concept of the individual, 
self-identical subject (as opposed to non-subjective concepts such as 
essences, substances, or, in the political realm, sovereigns). Within this 
framework, the subject is not only conceptually distinct from the world 
but substantially distinct; it is, in a word, beyond or transcendent of it. 
This is because the subject (which is immaterial and active) constitutes 
the world (which is physical and passive). To this extent, moreover, the 
subject is superior to the world because it gives form and content to an 
otherwise empty and inert “prime matter.” Deleuze denies this dualis-
tic picture of reality. Following Spinoza, he instead claims that there is 
only one Being or substance which expresses itself differentially through 
an ini nite number of attributes (chief among them thought and exten-
sion) which are in turn expressed through an ini nite number of modes. 
Because Being is univocal, the world and everything it contains – from 
physical objects to mental constructions – cannot be articulated in terms 
of relations of self-contained identity (Deleuze 1994: 36–40). It does not 
follow from anything, it is not subordinated to anything, and it does not 
resemble anything; it expresses and is expressed in turn:

Expression is on the one hand an explication, an unfolding of what 
expresses itself, the One manifesting itself in the Many . . . Its multiple 
expression, on the other hand, involves Unity. The One remains involved in 
whatever expresses it, imprinted in what unfolds it, immanent in whatever 
manifests it. (Deleuze 1990b: 16)

All being is immanent; there is no transcendence, thus there are no 
self-contained identities outside the world (gods, values, subjectivities, 
etc.) that determine or constitute it (Deleuze 1983: 147). Furthermore, 
substance is at root a difference that exists virtually in the past and is 
actualized in various modes in the present.7 These modes are not stable 
identities but multiplicities, differences, complicated intersections of 
forces. As Daniel Smith notes: “There is no universal or transcendental 
subject, which could function as the bearer of universal human rights, 
but only variable and historically diverse ‘processes of subjectivation’” 
(Smith 2003: 307).
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The Cartesio-Kantian subject which underlies modern politico-phil-
osophical thought is therefore a i ction. It neither transcends the world 
nor is transcended by anything else in turn. But there is another key 
concept that underlies much modern thought – the concept of rational-
ity. Simply put, rationality involves an alleged direction of i t between 
our thoughts and the world (theoretical rationality) or between our 
desires/moral beliefs and our actions (practical rationality). Both con-
ceptions involve the idea of representation – our thoughts are rational 
to the extent that they accurately represent the world (i.e., are true); 
our actions, in turn, are rational to the extent that they accurately rep-
resent our desires/moral beliefs.8 Ever since Kant, moral philosophers 
have tended to regard rationality as the foundation of normativity. As 
Christine Korsgaard puts it:

Strictly speaking, we do not disapprove the action because it is vicious; 
instead, it is vicious because we disapprove it. Since morality is grounded 
in human sentiments, the normative question cannot be whether its dictates 
are true. Instead, it is whether we have reason to be glad that we have such 
sentiments, and to allow ourselves to be governed by them. (Korsgaard 
1996: 50)

The point here is that an immoral action – one which we ought not 
to perform – is one which we have a rational reason not to perform. 
What distinguishes normativity from conventional modes of practical 
reasoning is the universalizable or categorical nature of the rational 
reason in question – i.e., the fact that in all relevantly similar circum-
stances it applies equally to all moral agents at all times. Typically this 
rational reason has taken the form of a universal moral principle, such 
as Kant’s categorical imperative (“so act on that maxim which you can 
at the same time will to be a universal law”) or Bentham’s principle of 
utility (“act so as to bring about the greatest happiness for the greatest 
number”). It is precisely this universal and abstract character which 
makes  normativity “transcendent” in the sense outlined earlier.

Deleuze regards this concept of rationality, no less than the concept 
of the subject, as a i ction: “Representation fails to capture the afi rmed 
world of difference. Representation has only a single center, a unique 
and receding perspective, and in consequence a false depth. It mediates 
everything, but mobilizes and moves nothing” (Deleuze 1994: 55–6). 
The problem with this “dogmatic image of thought” is that it relies on 
representation, and difference (read: substance) cannot be represented 
through linguistic categories. This is because linguistic categoriza-
tion assumes that the things it aims to represent are i xed, stable, and 
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self-identical, which, as we noted above, they are not. The difference 
at the heart of being is l uid, constantly overl owing the boundaries 
of representation.9 In the place of representational language, Deleuze 
offers what he calls a “logic of sense” (which, for the sake of brevity, 
we shall not explore here.)10 Deleuze’s political philosophy, as outlined 
in the two volumes of Capitalism and Schizophrenia co-authored with 
Guattari,11 may be seen as an extension of his earlier ontology. Like all 
of Deleuze’s works, the Capitalism and Schizophrenia volumes are so 
formidably dense and complicated that we cannot begin to do justice 
to them in an essay of this size. Instead we will limit ourselves to a brief 
“thematic overview” of those ideas and concepts which are relevant to 
understanding the role of normativity in Deleuzian philosophy.

Just as Deleuze replaces the foundational modern concept of identity 
with the concept of difference, so does he replace the concept of the 
individual subject with other concepts such as the machine. In Deleuze’s 
ontology, individuals, communities, states, and the various relations 
that obtain among them are all understood as machines or machinic 
processes. Unlike an organism, which is “a bounded whole with an iden-
tity and an end,” and unlike a mechanism, which is “a closed machine 
with a specii c function,” a machine is “nothing more than its connec-
tions; it is not made by anything, and has no closed identity” (Colebrook 
2002: 56; cf. Deleuze and Guattari 1977: 1). Whereas liberalism regards 
the relation between individuals and society mechanistically (i.e., as a 
“specii c set of connections”) or organically (i.e., “as a self-organizing 
whole”), Deleuze regards this relation machinically (i.e., “as only one 
level of connections that can be discussed”) (May 2005: 123). Unlike 
the static, self-contained, and transcendental subject of liberal theory, 
machines are l uid, mobile, and dynamic; they are capable of changing, 
of connecting and reconnecting with other machines, they are immanent 
to the connections they make, and vice versa. In creating these connec-
tions, moreover, machines produce and are produced by desires (hence 
“desiring-machines”). The liberal subject consents to be governed 
because it lacks the ability to realize its own interests independently of 
the state. Machines, in contrast, “do not operate out of lack. They do 
not seek to fuli ll needs. Instead they produce connections. Moreover, 
the connections they produce are not pre-given . . . Machines are 
 productive in unpredictable and often novel ways” (May 2005: 125).

There are different types of machines which can be distinguished 
according to how they operate. In all cases, machines are driven by fuel, 
which Deleuze variously describes as power (especially in Deleuze 1988) 
or, more typically, in terms of forces. Deleuze distinguishes between two 
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types of force to which he assigns different names in different books. 
On the one hand there is what he refers to as “reactive force” in his 
book on Nietzsche and as “social” or “oedipal” force in Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia. On the other hand there is what he refers to as “active 
force,” “forces of desire,” or “schizophrenic” force. What are these forces 
and how do they operate according to Deleuze? In one decidedly apho-
ristic passage, Deleuze claims there are only forces of desire (i.e., active or 
schizophrenic forces) and social (i.e., reactive or oedipal) forces (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1977: 29). A force of desire or active force is one which 
“goes to the limit of its power,” i.e., which expresses itself creatively to 
the fullest extent of its ability, which produces rather than represses its 
object (Deleuze 1983: 59). Social or reactive forces, in contrast, “decom-
pose; they separate active force from what it can do; they take away a 
part or almost all of its power . . . they dam up, channel, and regulate” the 
l ow of desire (Deleuze 1983: 33, 66). In making this distinction, Deleuze 
does not mean to suggest that there are two distinct kinds of forces which 
differentially affect objects exterior to themselves. On the contrary, there 
is only a single, unitary force which manifests itself in particular “assem-
blages” (Deleuze 1983: 66). Each of these assemblages, in turn, contains 
within itself both desire (active force) and various “bureaucratic or fascist 
pieces” (reactive force) which seek to subjugate and annihilate that desire 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 60; cf. Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 133). 
Neither force acts or works upon pre-existent objects; rather everything 
that exists is alternately created and/or destroyed in accordance with the 
particular assemblage which gives rise to it.

As May notes by way of summary, “power does not suppress desire; 
rather it is implicated in every assemblage of desire” (May 1994: 71). 
Machines are constituted (“assembled”) by forces that are immanent 
to them; “concrete social i elds” are therefore affects of complex move-
ments and connections of forces which vary in intensity over time 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1977: 135). For Deleuze, forces are principally 
distinguished according to their affects, which in turn are distinguished 
according to whether they are life-afi rming or life-denying at the level 
of life itself (Deleuze 1990b: 102, 218). Unlike the concept of “coercive 
power,” which has a kind of built-in normativity, the concepts of life-
afi rming/life-denying are, in the i rst instance at least, purely descrip-
tive; that is, they describe the way forces produce reality and nothing 
else. Given the ubiquitous and ontologically constitutive nature of force, 
it goes without saying that force simpliciter cannot be “abolished” or 
even “resisted.” As we shall see, this does not mean that repressive social 
forces (or machines) cannot be opposed. It does imply, however, that for 
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Deleuze (as for Spinoza) the question is not whether and how resistance 
is possible, but rather how and why desire comes to repress and ulti-
mately destroy itself in the i rst place (Deleuze and Guattari 1977: xiii). 
This requires, among other things, an analysis of the various assem-
blages that come into being over time (vis-à-vis their affects) as well as 
the experimental pursuit of alternative assemblages at the level of praxis.

According to Deleuze, repressive forces do not emanate from a 
unitary source but rather within multiple sites. The complex inter-
connection of these sites, moreover, is precisely what gives rise to the 
various machines that inhabit the social world (this is what he means 
when he suggests that power is “rhizomatic” as opposed to “arboreal”). 
This is not to say  that power does not become concentrated within 
certain sites; indeed, much of Capitalism and Schizophrenia is given 
over to an analysis of such concentrations as they manifest themselves in 
particular political and economic forms. What this analysis reveals is a 
constant conl ict between reactive machines (e.g., the State-form) which 
seek to “overcode” and “territorialize” desire, and various desiring-
machines (e.g., the nomadic war machine), which seek to “reterritorial-
ize” themselves along “lines of l ight.” Similar analyses could no doubt 
be afforded of the “Church-form,” the “gender-form,” and countless 
other sites of concentrated power. In all such cases, however, one and 
the same force is simultaneously seeking to escape and re-conquer itself, 
and it is precisely this tension which allows ostensibly “revolutionary” 
or “liberatory” movements (e.g., Bolshevism) to occasionally metamor-
phose into totalitarian regimes (e.g., Stalinist Russia).

For Deleuze, then, political power is multifarious and rhizomatic in 
nature. Unlike Marxism and other “strategic” political philosophies 
which identify a unitary locus of repressive power, the “tactical” political 
philosophy of Deleuze “perform[s] [its] analyses within a milieu charac-
terized . . . by the tension between irreducible and mutually intersecting 
practices of power” (May 1994: 11). In older radical philosophies such 
as anarchism, manifestations of power are distinguished according to 
their effects. These effects, in turn, are distinguished according to their 
relative justii ability within a universalizable normative scheme that 
is both prior and exterior to power itself. Repressive power, again, is 
only a species of “power to,” which is at least analogous if not identi-
cal to Deleuze’s all-encompassing “force.” The only real difference is 
that “repressive power” in the classical paradigm involves the forcible 
or even violent compulsion of bodies (what Foucault calls “biopower”) 
whereas repressive forces in the Deleuzian scheme principally work to 
subjugate desires.
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This brings us to the question of how Deleuze reinvents the concept 
of normativity. Some thinkers, most notably Paul Patton and Todd 
May, have attempted to situate Deleuze’s thought within the norma-
tive paradigm of classical liberalism. May, for example, tries to found 
Deleuze’s political philosophy on a pair of normative principles which, 
he thinks, are intimated below the surface of Deleuze’s writings. In the 
i nal chapter of The Political Philosophy of Poststructuralist Anarchism, 
May rehearses the oft-repeated accusation that poststructuralism engen-
ders a kind of moral nihilism (May 1994: 121–7). Such an accusation is 
a product, May thinks, of the poststructuralists’ general unwillingness to 
“refer existence to transcendent values,” which, as we noted, is the dom-
inant strategy of much traditional moral philosophy in the West (May 
1994: 127). Strangely, May goes to great lengths to explain why Deleuze 
rejects classical “ethics,” only to argue that certain of Deleuze’s other 
commitments implicitly contradict this rejection. As he notes, Deleuze

praises Spinoza’s Ethics, for instance, because it “replaces Morality . . .” 
For Deleuze, as for Nietzsche, the project of measuring life against exter-
nal standards constitutes a betrayal rather than an afi rmation of life. 
Alternatively, an ethics of the kind Spinoza has offered . . . seeks out the 
possibilities life offers rather than denigrating life by appeal to “transcend-
ent values.” Casting the matter in more purely Nietzschean terms, the 
project of evaluating a life by reference to external standards is one of 
allowing reactive forces to dominate active ones, where reactive forces are 
those which “separate active force from what it can do.” (May 1994: 127)

In the same breath, however, May argues that Deleuze provides no 
explicit means by which to distinguish active forces from reactive ones 
beyond a vague appeal to “experimentation” (May 1994: 128). Such a 
means, he thinks, can only be discovered by extracting “several inter-
twined and not very controversial ethical principles” from the hidden 
nooks of the Deleuzian corpus.

The i rst such principle, which May terms the “anti-representation-
alist principle,” is that “practices of representing others to themselves 
– either in who they are or in what they want – ought, as much as pos-
sible to be avoided” (May 1994: 130). The second, which he calls the 
“principle of difference,” holds that “alternative practices, all things 
being equal, ought to be allowed to l ourish and even to be promoted” 
(May 1994: 133). In both cases, May provides ample textual evidence 
to demonstrate that Deleuze (inter alia) is implicitly committed to the 
values underlying these principles. I think his analysis in this regard 
is very astute, as it is very clear from the foregoing that (for example) 
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“Gilles Deleuze’s commitment to promoting different ways of thinking 
and acting is a central aspect of his thought” (May 1994: 134). What 
I take issue with is the idea that the avowal of such values, implicit or 
otherwise, is a fortiori an avowal of nomological (i.e., law-, principle-, 
or rule-based) normative principles.

As we noted above, the dei ning characteristics of nomological nor-
mativity are precisely abstraction, universality, and exteriority to life, all 
of which Deleuze seeks to undermine in his analysis of power. Although 
May argues that Deleuze’s unwillingness to prescribe universalizable 
norms is itself motivated by a commitment to the aforesaid principles, 
this amounts to claiming that Deleuze is self-referentially inconsistent; 
it does not lead, as May thinks, to a general absolution of the charge 
of moral nihilism. If it is true that Deleuze scorns representation and 
afi rms difference – and I think it is – the operative values cannot be 
articulated and justii ed by means of representation or the suppression 
of difference except on pain of dire contradiction. This is precisely the 
opposite of what May wishes to argue.

Paul Patton offers a much more promising idea – namely, that the 
“the overriding norm [for Deleuze] is that of deterritorialization” 
(Patton 2000: 9). In shifting the focus of political philosophy from static, 
transcendent concepts like “the subject” and “rationality” to dynamic, 
immanent concepts such as “machinic processes,” “processes of subjec-
tii cation,” etc., Deleuze also shifts the focus of normativity from exten-
sive to intensive criteria of normative judgment. As Patton notes, “What 
a given assemblage is capable of doing or becoming is determined by 
the lines of l ight or deterritorialization it can sustain” (Patton 2000: 
106). Thus normative criteria will not only demarcate the application of 
power by a given assemblage but, as Smith points out, “will also i nd the 
means for the critique and modii cation of those norms” (Smith 2003: 
308). Put another way, political normativity must be capable not only 
of judging the activity of assemblages, but also of judging the norms to 
which said assemblages gives rise. Such normativity is precisely what 
prevents the latent “micro-fascism of the avant-garde” from blossoming 
into full-blown totalitarianism.

The normative principles which May attributes to Deleuze are prob-
lematic not because they are categorical but because they are tran-
scendent – they stand outside of any and all particular assemblages 
and so cannot be self-rel exive. It is easy to see how such principles, 
however radical they may seem on the surface, can become totalitar-
ian. To take a somewhat far-fetched but relevant example, the principle 
of anti-representationalism would effectively outlaw any processes of 
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majoritarian representation, even in banal contexts such as homecoming 
competitions or bowling leagues. Likewise, the principle of difference 
would permit, or at least does not obviously prohibit, morally odious 
“alternative practices” such as thrill-killing or rape. A year after the 
publication of Poststructuralist Anarchism, May amended his views 
somewhat, expanding them into a comprehensive moral theory (May 
1995). The foundation of this theory is a revised version of the anti- 
representationalist principle, according to which “people ought not, 
other things being equal, to engage in practices whose effect, among 
others, is the representation of certain intentional lives as either intrinsi-
cally superior or intrinsically inferior to others” (May 1995: 48). The 
principle of  difference drops out of the picture altogether.

May buttresses the revised anti-representationalist principle with 
what he calls a “multi-value consequentialism” (May 1995: Chapter 3). 
After suggesting that “moral values” are “goods to which people ought 
to have access” (May 1995: 87), he proceeds to argue that the “values” 
entailed by the anti-representationalist principle include “rights, just 
distributions, and other goods” (May 1995: 88). May’s theory judges 
actions as “right” to the extent that (a) they do not violate the anti-rep-
resentationalist principle nor (b) result in denying people goods to which 
they ought to have access. Whatever substantive objections one might 
raise against this theory would be quite beside the point. The problem, 
as we have already noted, is that the very idea of a “moral theory of 
poststructuralism” based on universalizable normative principles is 
oxymoronic. What distinguishes normativity from conventional modes 
of practical reasoning is the universalizable or categorical nature of the 
rational reason in question – i.e., the fact that in all relevantly similar 
circumstances it applies equally to all moral agents at all times. Typically 
this rational reason has taken the form of a universal moral principle, 
and to this extent, May’s “principle of anti-representationalism” is no 
different from Kant’s categorical imperative or Bentham’s principle of 
utility. It is precisely this universal and abstract character that makes 
normativity “transcendent” in the sense outlined earlier, and poststruc-
turalism is nothing if not a systematic repudiation of transcendence.

Some would suggest that normativity of this sort is attractive pre-
cisely because it provides us with a reliable means by which to guide our 
actions. It is not at all clear, however, that this requires transcendental 
moral principles, especially if ordinary practical reasoning will sufi ce. 
Take, for example, the so-called prei gurative principle, which demands 
that any means employed be morally consistent with the desired ends; 
this is a practical principle or hypothetical imperative of the form “if 
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you want X you ought to do Y.” Anarchism, a political theory whose 
adherents have historically afi rmed the prei gurative principle, has long 
argued that incongruity between the means and the end is not pragmati-
cally conducive to the achievement of the end. As such, it is not the case 
that one ought to do Y because it is the “morally right” thing to do, 
but because it is the most sensible course of action given one’s desire to 
achieve X. A principle of this sort can be regarded as categorical or even 
universalizable, but it is scarcely “transcendental.” Its justii cation is 
immanent to its purpose, just as the means are immanent to the desired 
end. It provides us with a viable categorical norm without any concept 
of transcendence.

Transcendental normativity generates norms that do not and cannot 
take account of their own deterritorialization or lines of l ight. Because 
the norms follow from, and so are justii ed by, the transcendental ground, 
they cannot provide self-rel exive criteria by which to question, critique, 
or otherwise act upon themselves. The concept of normativity as deterri-
torialization, on the contrary, does not generate norms. Rather, it stipu-
lates that “what ‘must’ always remain normative is the ability to critique 
and transform existing norms, that is, to create something new . . . 
[o]ne cannot have preexisting norms or criteria for the new; otherwise 
it would not be new, but already foreseen” (Smith 2003: 308). Absolute 
deterritorialization is therefore categorical, insofar as it applies to every 
possible norm as such, but it is not transcendent; rather, it is immanent 
to whatever norms (and, by extension, assemblages) constitute it. (There 
can be no deterritorialization without a specii c assemblage; thus nor-
mativity of deterritorialization both constitutes and is constituted by the 
particular norms/assemblages to which it applies.) Considered as such, 
normativity as deterritorialization is ultimately a kind of “pragmatic” 
normativity. It determines what norms ought or ought not to be adopted 
in concrete social formations according to a pragmatic consideration – 
namely, whether the norm adopted is capable of being critiqued and 
transformed. This further entails that a norm cannot be adopted if it 
prevents other norms from being critiqued and transformed. We might 
say, then, that for Deleuze a norm must (a) be self-rel exive and (b) its 
adoption must not inhibit the self-rel exivity of norms. Because norma-
tivity is a process that constitutes and is constituted by other processes, 
it is dynamic, and to this extent we should occasionally expect norms 
to become perverted or otherwise outlive their usefulness. Pragmatic 
normativity provides a meta-norm that is produced by the adoption of 
contingent norms but stands above them as a kind of sentinel; to this 
extent it is categorical without being transcendent.
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Such a view of normativity, while interesting and promising, is not 
without its problems. Among other things, it does not specify when it 
is advisable or acceptable to critique or transform particular norms; 
rather, it only stipulates that any norm must in principle be open to 
critique and transformation. For example, suppose I belong to a society 
that adopts vegetarianism as a norm. The adoption of this norm obvi-
ously precludes other norms, such as carnivorousness. Is this a reason 
to reject it? Not necessarily. As long as we remain open to other pos-
sibilities, the norm is at least prima facie justii ed. But this by itself does 
not explain (a) what reasons we may have to adopt a vegetarian rather 
than a carnivorous norm in the i rst place; and (b) what reasons we may 
have to ultimately reject a vegetarian norm in favor of some other norm. 
Such an explanation would require a theory of value – that is, an axi-
ological criterion that determines what things are worth promoting or 
 discouraging vis-à-vis the adoption of normative principles.

As Spinoza noted, the alternative to morality (and, by extension, 
normativity) is ethics – i.e., the study of value and the good life. The 
Deleuzian distinction between “life-afi rming” and “life-denying” prac-
tices, not to speak of related concepts such as Foucault’s “care of the 
self,” are replete with ethical content. It is clear, after all, at least implic-
itly, that pursuing “life-afi rming” practices or engaging in the “care 
of the self” are in some sense “valuable” or constitutive of a “good 
life.” The question, of course, is how Deleuze would go about dei ning 
“value” or “the good life.” We already know that ethics is to be distin-
guished from morality on the basis of its concreteness, particularity, and 
interiority to life itself. Rather than posing universal codes of conduct 
grounded in abstract concepts like “rationality,” ethics is instead con-
cerned with the myriad ways in which lives can be led. To this extent, 
the traditional notion that ethics is concerned with values rather than 
norms is not entirely uni tting. Clearly values can be and often are 
universalized and rendered transcendent, as in the case of natural law 
theory. Even the Greeks, for whom value was a function of particular 
standards of excellence proper to particular things, believed that such 
standards were uniform for all human beings.

There are at least two ways to understand the concept of value. On 
the i rst, which we can call the “descriptive” reading, “X is valuable” 
means “X is something which I happen to value,” which in turn means 
“X is something of which I happen to approve, or which I happen to 
regard positively.” On the second, which we can call the “normative” 
reading, “X is valuable” means “X is something which I ought to value” 
(regardless of whether I actually value X or not), which in turns means 
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“X is something of which I ought to approve, or which I ought to regard 
positively” (regardless of whether I actually approve of or regard X posi-
tively or not). The problem with the descriptive reading is that seems to 
confuse the concept of value with the act of valuing. (Surely not every-
thing that I happen to value is actually valuable?) On the other hand, the 
normative reading appears circular. How do I know whether I ought to 
value something or not? Well, presumably I ought to value it just in case 
it is valuable. But it is valuable just in case I ought to value it, and so on. 
(It is precisely this sort of conundrum that led G. E. Moore to postulate 
that “goodness” or “value” is an irreducible and non-natural property 
of things.)

A. C. Ewing famously suggested that to value something, to treat it 
as good, is to treat it as something “we ought to welcome, [to] rejoice 
in if it exists, [to] seek to produce if it does not exist . . . to approve 
its attainment, count its loss a deprivation, hope for and not dread 
its coming if this is likely, [and] avoid what hinders its production” 
(Ewing 1947: 149). It is worth noting at the outset that Deleuze isn’t as 
interested in the question of “what is good” or “what is valuable” as 
he is in the capacity of human beings to value things (or, if you like, to 
“create values”). Every human being is both a product of a unique and 
complicated multiplicity of forces, including the inward-directed forces 
of self-creation, as well as a producer of difference, change, movement, 
and transformation. These are the processes – which collectively, fol-
lowing Deleuze, we can simply call “life” or “being alive” – through 
which human beings experience value. Life, understood in this sense, 
is what interests Deleuze. There is little doubt that Deleuze values life 
– or, rather, that Deleuzian philosophy regards life as valuable, i.e., as 
something that is in some sense worthy of being valued. On the other 
hand, could life or anything else be “intrinsically good” in a Deleuzian 
universe, if by this we mean that the value of life obtains independently 
of its relations to other things, or that life is somehow worthy of being 
valued on its own account, etc.? For Deleuze, after all, it would not 
make sense to speak of life, or anything else, in this way, since by its 
very nature life is relational and dynamic. Thus if life is worthy of being 
protected, pursued, promoted, etc., it cannot be because of traditional 
distinctions between intrinsic and instrumental value.

Deleuze’s valorization of “difference” and scorn of “representation” 
surely hint at, if they do not altogether reveal, a solution to this issue. 
Time and again Deleuze, like Nietzsche, emphasizes the importance of 
loving and afi rming life. It is likewise clear that this “Leben-liebe” is 
both a condition and a consequence of creativity, experimentation, the 



 104  Deleuze and Ethics

pursuit of the new and the different. To the extent that representation 
and its social incarnations are opposed to life, they are condemnable, 
marked by “indignity.” This strongly suggests that for Deleuze, again, 
life is loveable, valuable, and good; that it is worthy of being protected 
and promoted; that whatever is contrary to it is worthy of disapproba-
tion and opposition. At the same time, however, we must recall that the 
life of which he speaks is something virtual, and there is no guarantee 
that its actualizations will be afi rmative and active. Of course, this is 
simply one more reason why Deleuze emphasizes experimentation, on 
the one hand, and eternal vigilance, on the other. Our experiments may 
lead to positive transformations, they may lead to madness, they may 
lead to death. What starts out as a reckless and beautiful afi rmation of 
life can result in a death camp. It is not enough, therefore, to experiment 
and create; one must be mindful of, and responsible for, one’s creations. 
The process requires an eternal revolution against life-denial wherever 
and however it arises – eternal because without a telos, and without 
a telos because life-denial as such can never be completely stopped. It 
can only be contained or, better, outrun. Whatever goodness is created 
along the way, Deleuze thinks, will always be provisional, tentative, and 
 contingent, but this is hardly a reason not to create it.

Deleuzian value theory, then, aspires to be an eternal revolution 
against representation which is itself an eternal process of creation and 
transformation, an eternal practice of freedom. The good or ethical life 
is both a goal as well as the ini nite network of possibilities we travel in 
its pursuit. Ethics traces the multiple locations at which means and ends 
overlap or blur together, the multiple sites at which our desires become 
immanent to their concrete actualizations, the multiple spaces within 
which the concrete realizations of our desire become immanent to those 
desires. For Deleuze, such sites and spaces are constantly shifting into 
and out of focus, moving into and out of existence. Concrete moral and 
political goals sought as an end are constituted by our seeking them. 
Thus the process of seeking freedom or justice is a process of eternal 
movement, change, becoming, possibility, and novelty which simul-
taneously demands eternal vigilance, and endurance. There is neither 
certainty nor respite at any point. There are no stable identities, no tran-
scendent truths, no representations or images. There are only the vari-
able and reciprocal and immanent processes of creation and possibility 
themselves. Deleuze thinks every human being is the product of a unique 
and complicated multiplicity of forces. Consequently only individuals 
are in a position to discover, through processes of experimentation, 
what is valuable in their lives, what they ought to pursue and avoid, etc., 
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in a particular set of circumstances. Only through the process of pursu-
ing alternative practices can one begin to discover the manifold possi-
bilities of life. Deleuze’s explicitly rejects the idea that there is any sort 
of “natural” hierarchy of values among individuals. As he notes time 
and again in Capitalism and Schizophrenia, the authority of oppressive 
assemblages is always justii ed by assuming that certain peoples’ values 
are, in some sense, weightier than those of others, and it is precisely the 
function of normativity to conceal the arbitrary and artii cial nature of 
this assumption under the guise of universalizability and transcendence.

The process of creating value therefore requires an eternal revolution 
against the forces of repression wherever and however they arise. It 
lacks any kind of telos or end goal, since there is always a micro-fascism 
lurking at the heart of every system of personal value-construction 
which can, and often will, reterritorialize and overcode that system. 
Again, such a micro-fascism is every bit as instrumental in producing 
value as, say, the desire for freedom. It is not the case, therefore, that we 
ought to oppose what is anti-life, but rather that we must if we are to 
ever achieve value at all. The fact that the discovery of value is always 
provisional, tentative, and contingent is hardly a reason not to pursue 
it. In the end, there may be no ultimate means by which to distinguish 
one way of living from another, but it is precisely our inability to secure 
such a means which necessitates an ongoing commitment to ethical life.
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Notes
 1. See, for example, Plato 1992: 433a–c; Aristotle 1998, esp. Book V.
 2. Unlike his longtime friend and collaborator Félix Guattari, who had been 

involved in radical activism since the early 1960s, Deleuze did not become 
especially politically active until after 1968. “From this period onward,” writes 
Paul Patton, “he became involved with a variety of groups and causes, including 
the Groupe d’Information sur les Prisons (GIP) begun by Foucault and others 
in 1972” (Patton 2000: 4). More importantly, Deleuze’s prior commitment to 
speculative metaphysics gave way to a deep interest in political philosophy as he 
attempted to make sense of the political practices he encountered in 1968.

 3. Hence the development in the Middle Ages of casuistry – the systematic applica-
tion of general moral principles to concrete moral cases – which remained the 
dominant form of moral reasoning in the West until at least the Renaissance. 
See, for example, Raymund of Pennafort, Summa de Poenitentia et Matrimonia 
(c.1235); Bartholomew of San Concordio, Summa Pisana (c.1317); Sylvester 
Prierias (d.1523), Summa Summarum; St. Antoninus of Florence (d.1459), 
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Summa Confessionalis and Summa Confessorum. For more on the history of 
medieval casuistry see Celano 2000.

 4. This is the context in which St. Thomas Aquinas formulates his natural law 
theory in Summa Theologiae I–II (Q. xc–cviii).

 5. See Nietzsche 1988, esp. Prologue, section 2; and 1990, esp. Book 9, section 125.
 6. See Nietzsche 1991, esp. section 3; Nietzsche 1988, esp. “On the Old and New 

Tablets” and “On Self Overcoming”; and Nietzsche 1969, esp. essay 2, sections 
11–20.

 7. For more on the temporality of substance, see Deleuze 1988.
 8. Some philosophers claim that an action is rational if and only if it satisi es a 

rational desire. This is an ongoing debate within contemporary analytic moral 
philosophy which I shall not discuss here.

 9. Derrida articulates a similar view; the difference is that for him this l uidity is a 
feature of language rather than a feature of reality itself.

10. See Deleuze 1990a.
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