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Project brief: 

This project aims to clarify the logical and ethical implications of holism through an in-depth 

explication and comparison of conceptions of wholeness in the work of two influential twentieth-

century thinkers: the Swiss depth psychologist Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961) and French post-

structuralist philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1923-1993). 

Key questions guiding all stages of the project: 

This project aims to determine the logical and ethical implications of holism. In achieving this aim it 
will: 
 

1. Determine key strands of thinking explicitly or implicitly underpinning contemporary holistic 
thought. (Stage 1) 

 
2. Determine what ethical conclusions might most reasonably be drawn from holistic thought. 

(Stage 1) 
 

3. Examine in detail and enhance understanding of some of the fundamental holistic tenets of 
the thought of the depth psychologist C. G. Jung and of the post-structuralist philosopher 
Gilles Deleuze. (Stage 2) 

 
4. Examine the significance of holistic thought especially within the field of psychotherapy. 

(stage 2) 
 

5. Enhance critical self-reflection among holistic thinkers and practitioners. (Across stages) 

(Relevant questions for Stage 1 include points 1 and 2 primarily but other questions are implicated in 

these and briefly addressed in what follows.) 

Stage 1: 

Introduction: 

This stage involves a survey of selected work on, or informed by, holistic thought. I have split this 
stage into two parts.  
 
Part I offers a brief examination of the term “holism” and the modern origin of the term presented 
with some commentary from the selected literature on reasons for its emergence. After this I 
consider the term and the importance of relation between whole and part (with particular reference 
to ancient thought). Much of this is technical and its applicability to modern holism and holistic 
movements/practices may seem obscure at this stage. Nonetheless I consider it important to deal 
with the abstract fundamentals of part-whole relations first. Some limited attempt has been made 
to advance a conception of “univocal” part-whole relations consistent with the thought of Gilles 
Deleuze (1925-1995) whose work is examined more thoroughly in relation to the thought of C.G. 
Jung (1875-1961) in stage 2 of the project. The purpose of this brief account is to provide a 
framework in which modern holistic thought can be scrutinised in terms of the implicit or explicit 
relations they establish between part and whole and how the whole is identified across different 
movements. Key questions considered during this phase of Part I are:  
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1) Why does holism attract strong positive and negative valuations?  And which point of view, if 
either, is the better warranted? 
2) What is the nature of this underpinning conception of ultimate wholeness?  
3) How does the conception relate to the multiplicities of experience?  
4) And are there links between a particular conception of ultimate wholeness and the positive or 
negative ethical valuations attaching to holistic thought? 

Part II of stage 1 considers selected literature which deals with the emergence of holism since the 

nineteenth century. This review of the literature revisits the questions of Part I by drawing from 

passages from the texts and providing brief commentary on them when appropriate.  

Full references for literature used in Part I are given at the end of Part I. 

Part I: 

While holism is usually discussed in relation to a particular system, that system itself can be 

considered, in more thorough-going versions of holism, to be part of a wider whole and ultimately of 

the widest whole: the total ‘system’ which is reality as a whole, referred to by some holists as the 

‘one world’.  Whether or not having a holistic perspective in relation to a particular system 

necessarily entails an underpinning conception of reality as a whole, many holists do in fact have 

such a vision, and even where such a vision is unconsidered or disavowed it can be present implicitly. 

Keyword: “Holism” 

While there are different understandings and varieties of holism, in each case what is implied by 

invoking the term is a perspective in which the whole of a system is considered to be more 

important than – or at least to have properties irreducible to – the parts that compose that whole.  It 

is the perspective that, in Aristotle’s words, ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’. 

It is impossible to say exactly what holism is; ‘[c]yclically, it has come in and out of favour. We can 

broadly define its characteristics, and yet its literal meaning is slippery.’ (Wood, 2010, 15) and ‘the 

difficulty of finding a clear statement of the central ideas of holism in the literature is notorious, and 

there is a corresponding difficulty in evaluating them.’ (Phillips, 1976, 2). There are many 

contemporary movements which might consider their outlook to be holistic and these can be 

identified in different contexts; alternative or complementary medicine, semantic holism 

(philosophy), ontological holism (philosophy), biological holism, quantum holism, systems modelling 

(science and social science), ecosystems holism, cybernetics holism, gestalt psychology, 

environmental, and New Age spirituality to name but a few.  

The word “holism” was coined in 1926 by the South African statesman General Jan Christiaan Smuts 

to reflect his interest in the captivating elements of holism in evolution, philosophy, and psychology 

[...] Smuts derived the word from the ancient Greek word holos, meaning “whole.” Holos abounded in 

the writings of Plato, Aristotle, Hippocrates, and Paul, often conveying a holistic meaning. (Wood, 

2010, 13). 

That which is common to holists is a belief in the interdependence of things. The extent of this 

interdependence depends on the context to which a holistic conception of relations is intended. For 

example the whole may be the cosmos in which everything is included, interrelated and 

interdependent. Most holists would probably agree that recognising interdependence is ethically 
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necessary because in doing otherwise, in thinking in terms of closed, isolated and discrete systems 

exclusively (arguably a human habit or trait), we plant the seeds of our own destruction by failing to 

recognise that upon which we depend. According to Linda Sargent Wood, post-war holism ‘was part 

of a cultural revolution bent on improving society and how we inhabit this planet’ (Wood, 2010, 8). 

The paradox at the heart of holism seems to be how to reconcile the one and the many, unity and 

interdependence without effacing difference. How to characterise the whole and how to 

characterise how things relate to it are fundamental philosophical questions that holism can only 

take seriously if its paradox is acknowledged.  

Typically we associate the rise of holistic movements as occurring within the post-WWII period as 

they provide a framework to help organise knowledge, make judgements, determine ethical 

guidelines whilst also taking into consideration emotional and experiential modes of knowledge in 

order to make sense of life at that time and in the midst of the Cold War. This included living in the 

shadow of totalitarian aggression, the memory of Auschwitz, the threat of nuclear Armageddon (as 

witnessed in Hiroshima and Nagasaki) and the general loss of meaning associated with the rise of 

scientific reductionism (positivism, mechanistic thinking, Enlightenment rationality) and its 

association with technology which appeared to estrange people from nature and lack a moral 

grounding, rationalising the control of people and of nature for purely instrumental purposes. The 

idea of the powerlessness of the individual overwhelmed within an increasingly global world and its 

homogenisation of living standards (particularly in the West) may have been responsible for a 

reassessment of the role of the human within the world.  

More generally the rise of holistic movements, practice and thought occurs in periods of crisis not 

only limited to the twentieth century. Common elements considered to compose such crises have 

been briefly outlined above but are worth further consideration: 

1. ‘It is common to find holists attacking what they call the mechanistic or atomistic method’ 

2. ‘[A] strong opposition to reductionism – to explaining the characteristics of any complex entity in 

terms of the properties of its parts plus relevant covering laws.’ (Phillips, 1976, 2, emphasis added). 

The emphasis on the “reactive” or “attacking” condition out of which holism and holistic thought is 

often forged has been emphasised in the context of the history of European philosophical thought 

by Duarte as: 

[D]escribing an opposition to the set of traits characteristic of Western ‘modernity’. ‘Anti-

progressivism’ (Mitzman, 1966), ‘anti-capitalism’ (Kahn, 1990), ‘anti-Enlightenment’ (Berlin, n.d.; 

following Nietzsche’s Gegenaufklarüng), ‘antimaterialism’ (from Goethe to W. Wundt, at least), ‘anti-

rationalism’ (in Nietzsche, above all else), anti-naturalism’ (Meloni, 2011), anti-modernism’ 

(Compagnon, 2005), or ‘anti-universalism’ – negative descriptions have not ceased to accumulate 

around that which I have chosen to portray as a Romantic reaction to the hegemonic ideals of the 

modern West. (Durate, 2015, 182). 

An initial hostility gives way to affirmative embeddedness: 

3. As well as attacking the same targets, holists tend to affirm the same theses: “A part cannot be 

understood in isolation from the whole.” The parts of an organic whole are dynamically interrelated 

or interdependent. (Phillips, 1976, 3). 
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Since the middle of the 18
th

 century, affirmative threads running counter to the modernising drive 

began to accumulate and weave together in complex and varied linkages: sensibility, subjectivity, 

spontaneity, spirit, flow, experience, drive, wholeness, uniqueness, life.  (Durate, 2015, 183). 

These include an emphasis on the wholeness in which relationships are embedded; a disdain for the 

separation of subject and object, reason and sentiment, or nature and humanity; and a denunciation 

of linear time and thought. (Ibid., 186). 

The notion that something of the whole resides or persists in its parts will be central for stage 2 of 

this project when the holistic conception of the whole within the respective thought of Deleuze and 

Jung are identified and compared to elaborate potential rhizomatic tensions and connections.  

Of all the various theoretical strands that have developed the notion of holism, this project mainly 

draws from what has been defined as ontological holism. An uncomplicated definition is given 

below: 

By ontological holism, I mean the position that (1) there is only one thing, that is, that everything that 
exists is a way of being of the one thing, and that (2) all properties are realized as relational properties 
or relations within this one thing. (Esfeld, 1999, 1). 
 
Holism in ontology is the claim that some systems in the world over and above intentional and social 
systems are holistic. Most prominently, it is the claim that the whole world is one holistic system. That 
is to say: In the last analysis, there is only one independent thing. Everything that exists is a way of 
being of the one thing. All properties are realized as relational properties or relations within this one 
thing. Ontological holism is opposed to atomism. This is the view that the world is composed of an 
indefinite number of things that are characterized exclusively by intrinsic properties each. 
Consequently, relations are of minor importance. (Esfeld, 2004, 10). 
 

Its history in philosophy has also been summarised by Esfeld: 
 

The most prominent philosophers who propose a comprehensive ontological holism in modern times 
are Spinoza, Hegel and Bradley. According to Baruch de Spinoza (1632-1677), there is only one 
substance. Everything that exists is a mode, a way of being, of that substance. Physical phenomena 
and mental phenomena are both specific ways of being of the one substance. Georg W. F. Hegel 
(1770-1831), by contrast, defends an ontological holism as an objective idealism: There is only one 
universal mind. All forms of being including physical phenomena are ways in which that one mind 
develops itself. Francis H. Bradley (1846-1924) stresses relations. He maintains that all properties are 
in fact relational. Thus, everything that exists refers in an indirect way to every other thing. 
Consequently, the realm of being is one holistic system. Whereas ontological holism has been 
defended throughout the history of philosophy on the basis of a priori arguments from metaphysics 
and logic alone, in todays philosophy, there are arguments for a sort of ontological holism based on 
the physics of general relativity and quantum physics’ (Esfeld, 2004, 10). 
 

Relation: 

For now what I simply draw attention to the importance of relation between whole and parts. There 

are potentially many ways of characterising relations; the whole could subsist outside the parts 

imposing itself on them in order to provide the parts with an “order” or meaning. This would give 
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otherwise passive parts an “intention” directed by the whole in some way. In this scheme the whole 

is transcendent to its parts whilst being connected to them by various kinds of equivocal1 relation:  

- As “participation” (Plato), i.e. parts participate in the whole as if something foreign to the 

nature of the whole. This is a negative conception of the relation between part and whole in 

which the part is a diminution or degradation of the whole whilst the whole is eternal. The 

relation is uni-directional coming from above to below. The parts below are a copy or a 

degree of the whole and the task (of holism) is to overcome this limitation by connecting 

with a lost unity in time. (In this scheme being is not univocally distributed but comes in 

degrees and in a relation of hierarchy. There is a conception of selection at work here with 

respect to those parts which have the “right” to participate within the higher levels of the 

whole or ground).  

This is a type of transcendence capable of being exercised and situated within the field of immanence 

itself. Immanence is necessary, but it must be immanent to something transcendent, to an ideality 

(Smith, 2002, 7).  

It differs to the following versions of equivocity. 

- As “emanation” (Plotinus) in which the whole is radically outside of the parts and in relation 

to them purely negatively, beyond and above the parts. Here the parts receive something 

which does not belong to the whole. Hence the whole remains eminent as a principle and is 

not immanent in the parts at all. (This is a negative theology) 

- As “analogy”, i.e. the qualities that are attributed to the whole do not imply a community of 

form between the whole and the parts but only an analogy or “congruence” of proportion. 

- As apophatic; an immanence of the whole in all parts whilst the whole remains unknowable, 

ineffable, in-itself and absolute. 

- Panentheism; i.e. that the whole is both immanent within the parts but still to some extent 

transcendent to the parts. In other words there is some ontological separation between 

whole and parts but the whole is not radically separate as in an eminent account of the 

relations between whole and parts. Eugene Thacker has explained it thus: 

There is a Neoplatonic version (often described as panentheism), in which nature participates “in” the 

divine. Here all that which changes (nature) is coupled with that which does not change (the divine) 

                                                           
1
 I derive an understanding of this term from works by or on the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995). One 

of Deleuze’s most citied commentaries on notions of immanence-as-participation can be found in chapter 11 
“Immanence and the Historical components of Expression,” of his 1968 work Expressionism in Philosophy: 
Spinoza. Trans. Martin Joughin (New York: Zone Books, 1992), 169-190. For an excellent review of Deleuze’s 
examination of “participation” see Thacker, “4.7.1 The Insubordination of Immanence in Deleuze,” (2010, 215-
220). Howard Caygill offers the following synopsis of the “equivocal” in Deleuze’s thought: ‘For Deleuze, the 
ontology of equivocal being informs the philosophy of representation. In this ontology, whose origins he 
discovers in Aristotelian logical metaphysics, being cannot be said in the same way of all beings; there is a 
difference between the being of finite and infinite being such that the concepts for one can only be used 
equivocally for the other. One of the consequences of the equivocal conception of being for Deleuze is the 
emergence of a philosophy of transcendence which [has a supplementary dimension to the dimension of the 
given] This supplementary dimension – infinite as opposed to finite being – permits the exercise of a 
judgement […] This is made possible by means of two essential functions of judgement, namely distribution 
and hierarchization. (Caygill, 1997, 151).  
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by the former being included within the latter (the latter transcendentally including the immanence 

of the former). (2010, 226).  

These notions of relation are generally equivocal, i.e. the whole truly is while the parts are 

dependent, secondary, either not truly substances or different types of substance. Hence, there is a 

notion of distribution and hierarchy at work here that can operate as a method of judgement and 

selection. Within these kinds of relations (derived from ancient, Neo-Platonic and Christian 

theological traditions) the ‘whole’ appears to be posited in advance as a higher source which can 

then be used to determine how things, parts, become. As relations of “participation” the given 

whole determines relations or difference as “degree” from the higher whole; ‘Difference is found 

only between the identity of the original and the resemblance of the copy as the possible lack of 

accuracy between the two.’ (Hayden, 1998, 25). In short, what can become is given in advance. Not 

only is the logic of difference here negative (modelled on a referential theory of representation) but 

it may have ethical consequences. 

The other equivocal accounts of relation which posit a whole “beyond” its parts, eminently, account 

for relation and difference in an alternative way. In emanative schemes of relation the part cannot 

participate in the whole and it receives its being from a transcendent source. Hence what it receives 

is not something of the whole which remains in itself or never leaves itself. In not leaving itself the 

effect it produces is not in it and does not remain in it; above and beyond its effects and 

fundamentally different from its effects. This may be problematic because if parts are 

effects/products of a superior emanative transcendence then hierarchy is maintained along with an 

analogical conception of the whole according to which things are like the whole only because of 

their imitative likenesses. Joshua Ramey has commented that: 

In the neo-platonic schema, expression is always an expression of a higher or eminent nature in lower 

or lesser realities. The many expresses the one, but the one does not fully express itself in the many. 

(Ramey, 2012, 39) 

Although the next kinds of equivocal relation allow further inclusion of the effect in the whole (an 

immanent causality which begins to replace an emanative causality in Medieval, Renaissance and 

Christian philosophies) insofar as all parts are the expression or unfolding (“complicare” and 

“explicare”) manifestations of the whole’s essence, this is arguably compromised by the need to 

maintain the transcendence of the whole to some extent. On this Gilles Deleuze writes: 

For it is the same God [as Plotinus], the same infinite being, who asserts and expresses himself in the 

world as immanent cause, and who remains inexpressible and transcendent as the object of a 

negative theology that denies of him all that is affirmed of his immanence. This, even in these 

conditions, immanence appears as a theoretical limit, corrected through the perspectives of 

emanation and creation. (Deleuze, 2004, 178; emphasis added). 

There may be less transcendence but in maintaining some separation between the ground and the 

grounded the conditions of change or becoming are given in advance and “unfold” or have existence 

“added” to them. The whole has no positive power if its effect is not fully immanent within it. Ramey 

puts this in the following terms: 

However, the attempt to radicalise divine immanence while preserving transcendence is a highly 

paradoxical enterprise. The dilemma is that either one preserves an analogical sense of divine 
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presence to each singular being, a sense that can never be directly identified, or one embraces the 

univocity of being, in which everything, as an expression of the same divine will, exists in the same 

sense as it does in God […] The claim of complete immanence is precisely the heterodox and 

pantheist perspective that the orthodox expressionist tradition attempted to avoid. (Ramey, 2012, 42-

43; emphasis added). 

In beginning to consider univocal relations it might be worth saying that whilst a whole may be 

separate from its parts, the status of the “separation” needs to be determined with care. A whole 

may be “separate” in the sense of not resembling the part it grounds but it must not be “separate” 

in the sense of “separate” from the genesis of the part, it must be within (the attempt to think form 

as ontologically continuous with its content). In other words the whole must not subsume parts. This 

indeed is a paradoxical relation, a non-resemblance relation. In being “within” or immanent, the 

whole keeps the part fundamentally “open”2 as it is not a whole which is given as transcendent (a 

closed system) but rather can be conceived as a differential power “within” parts keeping them open 

to potential variation. This whole persists in all parts as their genetic condition although the actual 

part never resembles the whole (for if it did it would not be open and it would have been given in 

advance).  

There may be an ethical reason to determine the relations of interdependence in the way of 

equivocity but if this ethical imperative is conflated with a metaphysical system then ethical 

problems might ensue such as an exclusionary politics with the notion of a superior transcendent 

identity-whole being manipulated by political movements to block change or transformation, or to 

supress alternative divergent non-traditional forms of thought. Univocal relations (to which I now 

briefly turn) may be more adequate when the whole takes on metaphysical dimensions, a ‘one-

world’ as this project will investigate. 

Univocal relations3 between whole and part: 

- An equality of the whole or the whole is equal in itself but it is also equally present in all 

parts; there is no remote causation ranking parts in a hierarchy a priori. Limits are not set to 

the implications of an equality of the whole. (See Deleuze, 1968, 169-179). 

There is not some transcendent being which then creates or grounds different beings, beings that can 

be said only by analogy. Each being is fully real and is so because it just is the expression of the divine 

substance, which is nothing outside its expressions. Immanence follows from univocity precisely 

                                                           
2
 According to Weinbaum:  ‘Underneath every actual appearance there are always intensities - active 

individuating forces,  governed by immanent virtual tendencies that constitute an open ended potentiality for 
change.’ “Complexity and the Philosophy of Becoming,” in Foundations of Science, vol. 20 (3), 2015. See 
http://pcp.vub.ac.be/ECCO/ECCO-Papers/Weaver-ComplexityPhilosophy.pdf, 10. Beth Metcalf comments 
similarly that ‘[a]ll formal and real difference remains in open communication with all others, because they all 
share the same ontologically single Substance. They ARE the same Substance ontologically. Substance in-itself 
is singular, intensive degrees of real difference. Therefore, we see that, instead of sedentarily distributing 
things within a closed space, there is now a nomadic distribution of things into an open space.’ “Univocity IS 
multiplicity,” (2005) http://users.rcn.com/bmetcalf.ma.ultranet/Univocity%20IS%20Multiplicity.htm  
3
 Caygill: ‘In this tradition, which Deleuze traces back to Duns Scotus [1266-1308], there is no distinction 

between finite and infinite being – both are spoken of in the same way. Univocal being is unitary and 
immanent, in contrast to the divided and transcendent equivocal being. It is this concept of univocal being 
which for Deleuze informs the philosophy of difference/repetition, and makes possible a pattern of 
distribution other than the plan of transcendence of equivocal being.’ (Caygill, 1997, 152). 

http://pcp.vub.ac.be/ECCO/ECCO-Papers/Weaver-ComplexityPhilosophy.pdf
http://users.rcn.com/bmetcalf.ma.ultranet/Univocity%20IS%20Multiplicity.htm
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because the commitment to one substance precludes any point outside being; everything that is is 

equally, possessing full reality [...] There is only one being but this does not mean that there cannot 

be radically new events and futures. On the contrary, eternal return and univocity preclude the idea 

that a state of completion or rest will ever come about. (Claire Colebrook, 2005, 192-193)
4
 

Being is said in a single and same sense of everything of which it is said, but that of which it is said 

differs: it is said of difference itself. (Deleuze, 2004, 378). 

The univocity of the whole as becoming does not prevent the formation of identities but it prevents 

their foreclosure; ‘There always remains an excess of chaos that goes unfiltered, which implies the 

surmountable undermining of those very identities.’5 Whilst it might seem that accounting for order 

is impossible within this univocal model of relation (given that a transcendent ordering principle has 

been denied) order can emerge but is not able to become a fully closed system from where it might 

be illicitly projected back to account for change as difference of degree, emanative or exemplary 

causality, (as Jeffery Bell states, it ‘instead collapses into either the cancerous body of uncontrolled 

proliferation and chaos or the fascist body of smothering identity’, (2006, 5). In addition, there is 

structure in the whole although this structure is fundamentally “problematic”. Here I refer to 

Deleuze’s notion of the “virtual” which makes the attribution of the label ‘post-structuralist’ to him a 

curious one given that he does retain a notion of structure in the virtual. Whilst any development of 

this cannot be dealt with here it is important to consider what his “structuralism” objects to: 

The objection might be made that if structure is not be identified with its formalisation, if structures 

in fact insist in a virtual reality which is itself groundless, what sense does it make to still speak of 

‘structure’ and how can the groundless be in any sense ‘structured’ if it is by definition, without form? 

Deleuze’s reply to this objection, and to many others like it, is to turn it back on itself by way of 

unearthing its hidden presupposition: by what right is the groundless to be identified with the 

indeterminate or the indifferent? Whose prejudice does this identification serve if not that of the 

Idealist for whom the Form is that which alone preserves us from an undifferentiaited nothingness, as 

if groundlessness were merely “a contradictory state which had to be subjected to order or law from 

the outside as it is when the Demiurge comes to subjugate rebellious matter?” If Deleuze refuses the 

Platonic schema (the Demiurge as moulding a chaotic matter in the image of the Forms), it is in the 

name of a groundlessness which is already ‘determinate’, indeed ‘structured’, but always and 

everywhere in a manner that does not resemble the forms and structures that must ground 

themselves in it. (Tim Clark, 1997, 59-60. Cited, Deleuze, 2004, 81).
6
 

                                                           
4
 Elsewhere Claire Colebrook writes that ‘Univocity or one being enables real difference, for difference is no 

longer differentiation of some being that is other than the differentiated.’ “Postmodernism is a Humanism: 
Deleuze and Equivocity,” in Women a Cultural Review 15, (3), 2004: 294. 
5
 (https://indecentbazaar.wordpress.com/2011/02/17/dynamic-systems-theory-deleuze-and-guattari/) 

6
 Cf. Colebrook: ‘In Anti-Oedipus Deleuze and Guattari explain the ways in which the logic of capitalism is built 

on a fantasy of man and an equivocal ontology. The idea that we are all submitted to a system of signs, that 
outside the system of communication and recognition there is only the chaos of the undifferentiated, that 
there must have been an object that was abandoned for the sake of order: all these fantasies of submission 
centre on the affective image of signifying man.’ 2004, 296; emphasis added. Cf. Daniel Smith: ‘Plato saw chaos 
as a contradictory state that must be subject to an order or a law from the outside; the Demiurge subjugates a 
rebellious matter, imposing on it the effect of the Same. He thus reduced the Sophist to contradiction, to that 
supposed state of chaos, the lowest power and last degree of participation. In reality, however, the Sophist is 
not the being (or non-being) of contradiction, nor the being of the negative; rather, the Sophist is the one who 
raises everything to the level of simulacra- that is, to the level of difference-and who maintains and affirms 
them in that state. Far from being a new foundation, the simulacrum allows no installation of a foundation-

https://indecentbazaar.wordpress.com/2011/02/17/dynamic-systems-theory-deleuze-and-guattari/
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The extent of the determination of a ground (whole) as groundlessness that persists in all parts 

seems contradictory. I will return to it in the following subsection. Needless to say the “prejudice” of 

the Idealist outlined here is treated seriously and will form part of a central question to be tackled in 

stage 2 regarding potential different characterisations of the whole in the works of Jung and 

Deleuze.  

One last point I wish to make concerns the difference between univocal relations and those which 

employ some notion of “tension” which seeks to avoid full entrapment in either one of two 

“opposites”. A whole which persists as an ungrounding in parts (actual structures) refuses 

transcendent identity to the whole which is then resembled/copied by the part. The whole is not 

“closed” from the part, i.e. they are not two fully closed wholes (dualism), one virtual and one 

actual. The whole is immanent within the parts but in a correspondence without resemblance. In a 

model of opposites two fully closed whole’s are juxtaposed. The two closed wholes appear 

irreconcilable; not only is there no resemblance between them there is no communication between 

them, their systems (of whole and parts) are complete in themselves. Tension is generated when the 

two are juxtaposed. Yet how is this juxtaposing possible unless there is something common to both 

wholes? Once this is acknowledged the former wholes are converted to parts in which something of 

the new whole persists. The parts (former wholes) are seen as only relatively closed. The error is to 

remain at the level of closed opposites. With acknowledgement of what is common to them both, 

the parts are opened. The two parts can be seen as varying perspectives. These are not perspectives 

on a transcendent whole which remains invariant, immutable and in-itself. Rather they depend 

entirely on the unique context of their expression. They have genetic conditions as opposed to 

conditions of possibility. Investigation of the genetic conditions of parts/perspectives may be a more 

fruitful methodology than beginning with ideal forms (models) and subsuming under these all 

possible parts as a mode of distribution and classification. One has merely multiplied transcendent 

wholes to deal with a greater diversity of phenomena without questioning the whole-part equivocal 

relations common to them. To use a crude example; the form of the equivocal relations that persist 

between a whole called “science” and its parts are the same as the form of the equivocal relations 

that persist between a whole called “religion” and its parts. The multiplication of such wholes is 

admirable in the sense that fewer phenomena are excluded but this model must presuppose a pre-

given archetypus mundus populated by a number of transcendent wholes some of which are 

bundled into pairs as “opposites”. 

And the link to holism…? 

It may be asked at this stage what any of this has to do with holism if by holism we mean 

movements which emerged during modernity and partly as a reaction against certain of its guiding 

principles; mechanism, reduction, materialism, atomism and so on. As we have seen one common 

characteristic of holistic thought is the centrality of the whole. But how can one locate a whole? 

Surely the whole can only be located once it has appeared, or has been determined somehow as a 

whole (or a “system”)? For a moment I turn to General Systems Theory (GST), a holistic movement 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
ground; rather, it swallows up all foundations; it assures a universal collapse, an "un-founding" [effondement], 
but as a positive event, a "gay science." The Platonic project of opposing the cosmos to chaos finds itself 
replaced by the immanent identity of chaos and cosmos, the "chaosmos." There is no longer a thread to lead 
us out of Plato's cave, to inaugurate our ascent toward the transcendent Idea, but only, as Nietzsche saw, a 
deeper cave behind every cave, an abyss beneath every foundation.’ (2002, 22). 
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first developed by biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1901-1972) in the late 40’s for the 

interdisciplinary study of systems in general, with the goal of discovering patterns and elucidating 

principles that can be discerned from and applied to all types of systems at all nesting levels in all 

fields of research. A criticism levelled at GST by Philips (1976, 46-67) includes its apparent ‘failure to 

specify precisely what is meant by a “system” (48): 

GST has as its purpose the formulation of laws applicable to all systems, irrespective of what actually 

composes the elements of these systems […] the concept of “system” with which they operate 

provides no ground for limiting their attention to anything but the universe as a whole […] he is 

committed to joining the Hegelians in contemplating the whole of reality! (61) 

The problem according to Philips is that if the boundaries of a “system” are determined only 

subjectively it is logically possible to equate every “system” with the universe itself. In short there 

are no boundaries at the level of interdependence giving rise to the problem of ‘how to separate a 

particular viable system for study from the rest of the universe without committing an annihilating 

divisio’. (61). To make a selection of certain interrelated parts in order to form a whole system would 

be to impose on them transcendent criteria and relevance to permit selection, i.e. information 

necessary before a systems-theorist can select or define his or her system. In addition the moment 

of artificial isolation post selection necessarily alters the relationship between the parts of the 

system as they have been artificially divorced from a wider system.  

I include these objections because a thinker of univocal relations such as Deleuze (some of whose 

work has been associated with GST or systems theory)7 needs to be able to respond.8 Under the 

terms of Phillips’ argument it does seem impossible to determine the boundaries of a whole. But 

what Phillips calls “element”, “entity”, “term” (i.e. a part, which he denotes with the terms “a”, “b”, 

“c” when making an argument), can also be regarded as a whole whose identity is only so by virtue 

of its relations to other parts. Hence it is not possible to study a part in isolation. Whilst I agree that 

GST can be criticised insofar as it attempts to draw transcendent patterns from the artificial 

systems/wholes it determines and that it privileges the transcendent “observer” (subject) when 

making such determinations, what constitutes a “part” is dramatically more complex, malleable and 

flexible than reducing it to “a”, “b”, “c”.9 The part is relation with multiple capacities to affect and be 

                                                           
7
 Robert Drury-King, “General systems theory in the human sciences: Gilles Deleuze, René Girad, and the 

question of scientific method in cultural systems,” (http://plasticites-sciences-
arts.org/PLASTIR/King%20P33.pdf). And “Dynamic Systems Theory: Deleuze and Guattari,” 
(https://indecentbazaar.wordpress.com/2011/02/17/dynamic-systems-theory-deleuze-and-guattari/). Also, Ja 
Eon Yu, “Towards a Vitalist holism: Deleuze’s Theory of Assemblage,” Proceedings of the 56th Annual Meeting 
of the ISSS - 2012, San Jose, CA, USA, 56th Annual Proceedings of ISSS: 
(http://journals.isss.org/index.php/proceedings56th/article/viewFile/1831/634). 
8
 Drury-King has stated that ‘General systems theory may be understood on the model of the Deleuzian 

difference philosophy and its ontology. This is so insofar as it may make use of those philosophical concepts 
and forms of thought common to Deleuze’s project.’ Ibid. It should be stated that Deleuze’s thought has more 
in common with developments that occurred as offshoots of GST, notably chaos theory and then complexity 
theory. The limitations of GST have been articulated by David Weinbaum in his account of Deleuze’s 
philosophy of becoming. See “Complexity and the Philosophy of Becoming,” in Foundations of Science, vol. 20 
(3), 2015, 283-322. 
9
 Phillips argues that for ‘mechanists (or rather, analysts), relations do not alter the entities that are related’ 

(1976, 8-9). The atomistic methodology is also summarised in erudite terms by Michael Esfeld: ‘The view in 
question is this one: Apart from atoms in the literal sense (if such things exist), systems of whatever kind and 
whatever complexity are composed of parts. These parts are characterized by properties that belong to these 

http://plasticites-sciences-arts.org/PLASTIR/King%20P33.pdf
http://plasticites-sciences-arts.org/PLASTIR/King%20P33.pdf
https://indecentbazaar.wordpress.com/2011/02/17/dynamic-systems-theory-deleuze-and-guattari/
http://journals.isss.org/index.php/proceedings56th/article/viewFile/1831/634
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affected and without immutable boundaries.10 “It” never changes from one complete part into 

another complete part when in interaction, rather the capacities change as they are historical. This is 

not to say that there are no boundaries of any kind, but rather that these boundaries are flexible due 

to the multi-dimensionality of the intensive processes which contribute to and persist within “parts”, 

the “part” being an effect of these relations. On this basis the whole is also an effect, and whilst we 

usually have no recourse to work from anything but effects if we fail to recognise that this effect is 

itself a selection or subtraction of relations, we have failed to recognise our role in this 

determination. Philips’ book does not consider the role of the observer in either the examples of 

holism in the social sciences that he reviews or in his favoured analytic (not-holistic) methodology. If 

there is any consistency to the notion that parts and wholes are relations then we must also assume 

that the subject is as well. This allows for a certain porous dimension to “our” interaction with 

relations and it could be argued that many holistic movements flex modes of relating in ways that 

often challenge prevailing hierarchical equivocal distribution of relations.  

Considering the problem of selection from a more Deleuzian perspective, the challenge this thought 

presents is to avoid making the subject (i.e. transcendental unity of apperception) necessary 

(transcendent to) all possible selection. Powers of syntheses from which systems are born do not 

ultimately depend on the subject. If this is accepted then what once was in danger of appearing as 

an arbitrary or relative selection is liberated. Syntheses which generate systems/wholes are not a 

product of transcendental (or transcendent) principles of constitution (a consequence of thinking in 

terms of representational identities/unities) but rather of a synthetic power of the sensible itself.  

To identify relations where once they went excluded, unidentified or simply ignored often requires 

undermining a dominant whole which pre-determines the relations between it and its parts 

equivocally. It is recognised that a whole such as “industrial” subsumes, excludes or ignores certain 

relations as long as it remains dominant. The parts come to determine their relationships with each 

other in the image of the whole and obscure certain relations which might otherwise threaten this 

image if they did not remain obscured. As long as they are obscured these relations are subject to an 

exclusion which may or may not result in their destruction. When holistic movements reveal such 

neglected relations the intention is to re-orientate the dominant image of the whole to some extent. 

This might entail a revolutionary overhaul of that image or a more gradual process of re-orientation 

by which previously excluded relations can be incorporated to be given greater respect and to 

broaden (typically “human”) experience. That which prompts such a re-orientation, a discovery of 

obscured relations, tends to involve a shift in perspective which no longer adequately aligns with the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
things independently of one another. In philosophy, such properties are known as intrinsic properties. Hence, 
in order to understand a system, it is sufficient (a) to know the intrinsic properties of those things that are its 
parts and (b) to be aware of the spatial arrangement of those things. To the extent that a system is determined 
at all, it is determined by the intrinsic properties of its parts and their spatial arrangement.’ “Philosophical 
Holism,” (2004), 9.  
10

 Deleuze writes: ‘We have this group of notions: being is said in one and the same sense of everything of 
which it’s said; hence beings are not distinguished by their form, their genus, their species. They’re 
distinguished by their degrees of power. These degrees of power refer to powers of being affected, the affects 
being precisely the intensities of which a being is capable.’ A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 
(1980), Trans. Brian Massumi (London and New York: Continuum Press, 2004), 283. According to Eugene 
Thacker this means that ‘the means by which creatures are comprehended as univocal is less along the lines of 
species and genus, and more along the lines of power (relations of intensity, relations of relations) and affect 
(the capacity to affect and be affected.’ (2010, 150). 
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dominant image. The conditions under which such shifts occur have been briefly considered above. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries these shifts were prompted by mechanism and 

industrialisation which radically obscured and began to destroy certain relations under their 

dominant image. Such a reorientation of dominant equivocal relations was compelled by mid-

twentieth century holistic biologist and nature writer Rachael Carson (1907-1964): 

Man, far from being the overlord of all creation, is himself part of nature, subject to the 

same cosmic forces that control all other life. Man’s future welfare and probably even his 

survival depend upon his learning to live in harmony, rather than in combat, with these 

forces. (Carson, 1956, 167. Cited in Wood, 2010, 32). 

“Man” as a dominant image (“overlord”) transcendent whole or reified/abstract totality, determines 

the hierarchy of distribution with respect to relations among its parts. Carson seeks a reorientation 

of these relations to de-prioritise that image and in the process to reinvigorate those relations which 

have been suppressed, obscured or excluded within the overall scheme of whole and part in 

modernity. Within the reorientation the identity of the reified totality “man” is compromised as that 

which maintains its boundaries (a kind of homogenous isolation of the parts) is compromised. This 

re-orientation could be regarded as a shift in the ontological status of parts so that the former 

hierarchy is altered by being flattened11 to some extent. For Carson “man” is no longer “above” or 

“superior” to nature gesturing to a shift in the ontological status of nature within the former 

hierarchy which, if taken seriously, would have a profound effect on the dominant image and all 

other interacting parts within the whole.12  

We might regard the flattening of the ontological status of parts and relations as a move towards 

immanence and this is certainly a historical process. Hierarchy is progressively “flattened” (onto a 

‘flat plane’) but this term should not be confused with “reduced” in the sense of a reductive 

scientific methodology. Rather, in the words if Manuel deLanda, ‘an approach in terms of interacting 

parts and emergent wholes leads to a flat ontology, one made exclusively of unique, singular 

individuals, differing in spatio-temporal scale but not ontological status.’ (deLanda, 2002, 47). 

Instead of reducing them, holistic theories give a new ontological priority to previously obscured 

relations. deLanda uses the terms ‘emergent wholes’ which changes how we think of the 

determination of a “whole” (see Phillips’ challenge noted above). Rather than determining actual 

                                                           
11

 In his description of the historical emergence of species Manuel deLanda uses the term ‘flat ontology’ in 
contrast to an older (equivocal) ontology ‘based on relations between general types and particular instances 
[which] is hierarchical, each level representing a different ontological category (organism, species, genera)’. By 
contrast, ‘an approach in terms of interacting parts and emergent wholes leads to a flat ontology, one made 
exclusively of unique, singular individuals, differing in spatio-temporal scale but not in ontological status.’ See 
deLanda, 2002, 47. 
12

 One could attempt to link Deleuze’s notion of the “minoritarian” and ‘minoritarian ethics’ to the approach of 
some holistic movements in this context: Verena Conley has summarised the notion: ‘A minority is not defined 
by the paucity of its numbers but by its capacity to become, or, in its subjective geography, to draw for itself 
lines of fluctuation that open up a gap and separate it from the axiom constituting a redundant majority. A 
majority is linked to a state of power and domination […] The majority assumes a standard measure, 
represented by the integral integer, say, an armed white male or those acting like one. Domination always 
translates into hegemony. A determination that differs from the constant is considered minoritarian […] A 
minority is a deviation from the model or a becoming of everybody (tout le monde) […] Minoritarian is seen as 
potential (puissance), creative and in becoming […] One can also think of them as seeds of becoming whose 
value is to trigger uncontrollable fluctuations and deteritorialisations.’ (2006, 165). 
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wholes from a selection of “relevant” parts/relations we begin with relations only and assume that 

the whole remains immanent equally to them all. There is no longer an actual thing which is a whole 

and the use of such a term to refer to ‘individual’, ‘organism’, ‘society’ and so on is merely an 

abstraction.13 In terms of biology a species would be regarded as an abstraction or a construct from 

a varying population of singulars. In Difference and Repetition Deleuze is insistent about this claiming 

that: 

Univocity of being, in so far as it is immediately related difference, demands that we show how 

individuating difference precedes generic, specific and even individual differences within being; how a 

prior field of individuation within being conditions at once the determination of species of forms, the 

determination of parts and their individual variations. (2004, 48). 

Looked at favourably holistic thought could be regarded as a way of thinking which implicitly or 

explicitly acknowledges this. This is because it tends to question existing equivocal relations (e.g. the 

priority of “man”) by revealing the consequences of the destructive effects (on “x”) of this 

hierarchical system of relations.  

As a ‘way of thinking’ holistic thought not only questions the prevailing equivocal order. In order to 

be in a position to question this order it can be argued that a different way of relating must be 

possible. Non-rational modes of relating (intuition, mystical, divinatory) may be invoked as a 

fundamental part of the method of giving dignity back to relations which are hidden under 

otherwise prioritised rational modes of relating. It would be too simplistic to say that equivocity as 

outlined thus far is “rational” as non-rational modes of relating to (for example) divine 

transcendence have been documented throughout religious history. Yet we live in an age in which 

such modes of relating remain largely discredited and indeed one of the clichéd stereotypes levelled 

at certain branches of holistic thought is given on the basis of its willingness to entertain such modes 

of relating. I would argue that the findings non-rational modes of relating are only of value if those 

findings are not subsequently subordinated to a prevailing logic of identity. Likewise to found a new 

logic of identity from such experiences is equally spurious. This is where this author becomes 

suspicious of re-enchantment theories and holistic movements which focus on lost modes of relating 

simply as a means to lend legitimacy to alternative totalising images, wholes, identities, which may 

have prevailed in the past. The danger is that these simply supplant one equivocal order for another. 

I would argue that non-rational modes of relating need to be liberated from their suppression within 

the age of modernity but also that they become integrated into a critical methodology of 

                                                           
13

 I think this could probably be loosely aligned with what Esfeld has called a ‘bottom-up conceptualisation of 
holism’ (2004, 13). ‘Top-down holism’ allows the whole to determine relations among constituent parts in a 
way that might give too great a role to wholes as forms which can pre-determine the organisation of relations. 
Elsewhere Esfeld describes the difference between top-down and bottom-up in social holism in the following 
terms: ‘The main claim is that the community has an ontological status of its own. This status is due to some 
sort of a social force that the community exerts on its members. Something is a thinking being owing to such 
social forces. The people who defend a position of this type can be referred to as collectivists. Collectivism is a 
top-down conception of social holism: social relations among individuals and properties that persons have 
insofar as they are social beings are conceived on the basis of properties that apply to a social community as a 
whole. The position that opposes collectivism is social individualism. This is the claim that a social community 
does not have an ontological status of its own. All the statements that refer to a social community can in 
principle be analyzed in terms of statements that describe relations (interactions) among individuals.’ (2004, 
13). This “something” an (actual) whole obscures relations when it is taken to be prior to or necessary for all 
relations. Here the actual would resemble the virtual. 
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ungrounding identity rather than simply breathing life into those previous, or founding new ones 

(e.g. the relation between holism and fascism/metaphysics). To re-ground systems of hierarchical 

selection and distribution is to have not gone far enough in my opinion.  

If one is willing to follow this line of argument then that which is regarded as of value is taking 

seriously rational and non-rational modes of relating to articulate a vision of relations in which the 

ontological status of each is respected, i.e. a genetic account of the emergence of relations within a 

whole that does not subordinate those relations to a prior identity which is external to them.  

I ask the reader to take into consideration that fellow contributors to this project will take a different 

view from the one presented here and that their concerns have not been articulated within this 

introduction. 
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