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Stage 1: 

Part II: 

1. The first stage of the project involves a survey of selected work on, or informed by, holistic 

thought. 

The purpose of this survey is to provide a preliminary clarification of the extent and character of 

holistic thought within contemporary Western culture and to highlight the principal logical and 

ethical debates to which it has given rise. 

Given what has already been said in Part I, Part II draws from comments in the selected literature 

itself and also from reviews of this literature to compile a very brief review. Some of the literature 

below has already been considered in the preceding Part (e.g. Phillips, 1976). It must be noted that 

there is a significant difference between some of the theoretical strands of holistic thought and 

holistic movements, and that theory and movement do not cohere in any simple way. In short I have 

found two texts of the literature below (Harrington, 1998 and Wood, 2010) to provide a useful 

summary of why holistic movements gained momentum in nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

However it has been deemed that the questions presented at the outset of this introduction cannot 

be answered in any thorough way by this selected literature. Instead I confine myself to selecting 

passages which give pause for thought regarding question 1 only: 

- Why does holism attract strong positive and negative valuations?  And which point of view, 

if either, is the better warranted? 

Key texts selected for survey:  

Selected synopses from reviews:  

Linda Sargent Wood, A More Perfect Union: Holistic Worldviews and the Transformation of American 

Culture after World War II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 

Linda Sargent Wood argues that the […] powerful worldview of holism re-emerged with a new 
tenacity in the post-World War II period. For Wood, this cultural perspective holds that “reality can 
only be understood as a whole” (pg. vii) and that emphasizing the themes of “unity, 
interdependencies and integration” (pg. vii) in relation to all living things became a dominant moral 
framework for significant subsections of American culture […] Wood traces the ubiquity of the holistic 
mindset through the writings and works of five key figures: biologist and nature writer Rachel Carson; 
architect and futurist R. Buckminster Fuller; social reformer and civil rights leader Martin Luther King, 
Jr.; Jesuit evolutionist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, and humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow […] 
the writers and thinkers that Wood profiles embodied a commitment to understanding the human 
place in the world as one strand of an interconnected web of being […] Attempting to reconcile the 
scientific with the spiritual, holists attempted to construct pragmatic solutions centered on the 
intertwined connections between various modes of intellectual thought. Sarah Promintz, “Peer 
Reviewed”, in The Journal of UCLA Department of History 23, no. 1 (2012): 68-70. 
 

Anne Harrington, Reenchanted Science: Holism in German Culture from Wilhelm II to Hitler 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999) 

The bulk of Harrington's book is devoted to the detailed examination of four German-speaking, 

holistically-oriented scientists, each of whom was greatly affected by the sense of crisis and decline 
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provoked by World War I: biologist Jakob von Uexkiill (1864-1944), neurologist Constantin von 

Monakow (1853-1930), Gestalt-psychologist Max Wertheimer (1880- 1943), and neuropsychiatrist 

Kurt Goldstein (1878-1965). All developed methodologies based on the principle that the whole is 

greater than the sum of its parts. They shared a commitment to holistic practices (practices that 

somehow bridged the gap between mind and matter, organic and inorganic, fact and value), a 

preference for aesthetic over technological values, and the conviction that mechanistic, 

instrumentalist, or piece- meal, cause-and-effect thinking was in some measure responsible for the 

catastrophe of the war.’ Roderick Stackleberg, “Review,” in Central European History vol. 31, no. 3 

(1998), 266-7. 

From the text: 

The national humiliation, class fragmentation, and political polarisation engendered by the loss of 

that war [World War I] acted as a radicalising force for many scientists involved in developing holistic 

reformulations of life and mind. The crises of the time seemed to demand that holism become more 

than just a means to a more authentic vision of life and mind; it must also become a blueprint for 

visualising a more authentic future for Germany. In this uncertain time, the same flexible language 

and imagery that had previously connected this science to older aesthetic and spiritual traditions in 

Germany now stretched itself to connect it to the politics and social disarray of the postwar era as 

well. After 1918, in other words, holism often spoke with a political accent. (xx). 

Denis Charles Philips Holistic Thought in Social Science (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976) 

(See selected comments from Part I) 

Key questions for stage 1 survey: 

Two features of holism particularly need investigation.  First, holistic perspectives often attract 

strong valuations – positive or negative.  To their advocates, such perspectives tend to be associated 

with desirable qualities such as inclusion, integration, balance, and wider vision and to be 

championed as remedies for the separation, fragmentation, one-sidedness, and constricted vision 

that are considered to stem from dualistic and atomistic perspectives and to have deleterious 

psychological, social, political, and environmental consequences.  To their critics, however, holistic 

perspectives tend to be vague, to erase differences, and, through subordinating individual elements 

to a superior whole, to lead ultimately to totalitarianism. 

 Why does holism attract strong positive and negative valuations?  And which point of view, 

if either, is the better warranted? 

Below are selected passages from the main literature referred to above. These passages offer some 

indication why positive and negative valuations attach to the term “holism” in more recent times.  

German holism has traditionally been viewed as an irrational and regressive attitude born of fear of 

modernization and involving the repudiation of materialism, mechanistic science, individual- ism, and 

cosmopolitanism in favor of idealism, mysticism, rootedness, and surrender to a charismatic leader. 

The apparent affinities between holistic thinking and antidemocratic right-wing politics brought 

German holistic thought of the 1920s into disrepute in a variety of disciplines and led some historians 

to assume that it needed to be taken seriously only as a harbinger of Nazism. (Stackleberg, 1998, 265-

6). 
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Social and political theories have, at times, also reflected organic, holistic thinking […] Totalitarianism, 

in its demand for subservience by all members to the centralised state, reveals how holism may be 

appropriated for ill. Adolf Hitler’s vision of a superior Aryan race and his ideal of a unified world 

legitimised in his eyes the subordination of the one for the many, the sacrifice of some for the good of 

the whole. His manipulation of holism, in stark contrast with other versions, demonstrates the idea’s 

pliability and dangers. (Wood, 2010, 14) 

The “radicalising” of German holism and its partial absorption into the politics and mythology of 

National Socialism is an important part of the larger story of German holism […] Nevertheless […] it is 

important that we resist “discovering” the outline of a terrible future in holism’s past or imagining 

that all holistic, vitalistic or teleological views of nature are part of a larger “destruction of reason” 

that can be tracked in some straight, degenerating line from the romantics to Hegel to Nietzsche to 

Hitler’ (Harrington, 1999, xxi).  

The relationship between holism and totalitarianism concerns the extent to which a political whole is 

able to subsume all possible relations. Difference between relations is determined by the identity of 

the whole and therefore difference is always mediated. Participation in the whole is determined on 

the basis of strict criteria of selection and those relations which fail to meet these criteria are 

obscured or effaced. I agree with Wood that most holistic theory and modern holistic movements 

should not be casually tarnished with the label “fascist” or “totalitarian”. I speculated in Part I that 

holistic thought can often destabilise the dominant or hegemonic image that otherwise constrains 

relations. In doing so the kind of holism which reduces difference to the Same can be challenged. 

Holistic life and mind science [at the end of the nineteenth century] brought a potent mixture of 

salvationist optimism and bristly aggrievement to its view of the world. On the one hand, this 

reformist impulse was all about celebration: its leaders knew they were guiding the sciences out of 

the dusk of the past and toward the brightening new horizon of Wholeness. At the same time, they 

spent much time glaring retrospectively at a particular enemy they believed was responsible for all 

their struggles in the first place. They knew this enemy under many faces but, significantly, almost all 

of those guises were condemned under the same name: the Machine. (Harrington, 1999, 3) 

Moreover, in the context of an increasingly palpable Machine society, the more fundamental 

existential message associated with the mechanisation of life and mind took on a new poignancy: for 

years now, science had been saying that human beings were also nothing more than machines: 

meaningless agglomerations of physical force without souls or higher destines. It did not take much 

imagination to conclude further that such a dismal ultimate status meant that people really could 

demand or hope for nothing better than to be mere cogs in an equally soulless social and economic 

system. (Harrington, 1991, 21. Cf. Wood, 6).  

For many in the generation of the 1890’s, the conclusion here was clear: the Machine in German 

culture had many faces, but the machine-like rationality of the natural sciences was the engine that 

drove the entire monster. If this was so, then it followed that emancipation from a Machine society 

would require a challenge to the basic consensus both about what knowledge was and about how it 

was to be achieved. The new generation began to insist that the goal of individual wholeness required 

that human beings no longer restricted themselves to thinking like machines; from the highest levels 

of academia on down, the call went out for a willingness to explore mental possibilities beyond those 

of dry empiricism and passive association of ideas. (Harrington, 1999, 26). 

I briefly considered some of the reasons for the emergence of holistic thought and practice in Part I. 

Harrington provides a detailed study of its emergence in science (mainly biological science) during 
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the middle part of the nineteenth century. As these passages attest, there was a negative emphasis 

on the impact of the “machine” or thinking in terms of machines. Harrington refers to the role of 

Immanuel Kant’s (1724-1804) thought which for many mechanists in the nineteenth century was 

used as justification for the relevance of their work:  

These were the men who, in the second half of the nineteenth century, had fought for a total 

integration of physiology with physics within a reductionist framework, and who – arguing from a 

particular hard-line interpretation of Immanuel Kant’s “critique of reason” – had asserted that all 

science must necessarily limit itself to mechanistic modes of explanation. (1998, xvi). 

Likewise 

The other side of the coin here was that all knowledge properly belonging to science was necessarily 

mechanistic because the human mind could not “know” nature in any other way. But why was the 

human mind limited to knowing nature in causal-mechanistic categories? The answer, said the 

mechanists, was that the human mind itself operated according to precise mechanistic-causal 

principles, whose laws (these scientists added, without a trace of self-reflective irony) were currently 

being elucidated by mechanistic science itself. In other words, epistemological categories that Kant 

has seen as transcendental were declared to have a naturalistic origin in the machinery of human 

cognition itself. (1998, 14). 

I include these passages to demonstrate that a phenomenological stance was taken by some which 

made possible a justification for determining the power of relations in terms of an image of what 

thought could do. As Harrington explains this ‘image of thought’ was deepened beyond its Kantian 

foundations (from a method of transcendental deduction) to become independent of the “mind” 

and the “subject”, i.e. to obtain a metaphysical status as “real” (a ‘naturalistic origin’). Challenges to 

this epistemology-phenomenology and neo-Kantianism can be regarded as implicitly questioning this 

‘image of thought’ and the practices of scientific and industrial domination that had been justified in 

its name. This image helped to sanctify the reduction of experience and change to general and 

abstract conditions of possibility which had been deduced (by Kant) in the first instance from formal 

logic, taking its inspiration from the Aristotelian table of logical forms of judgement. Although 

challenges to Kant’s model of cognition occurred within philosophy almost instantly after the 

publication of his first Critique (1781) and have continued, such challenges were less formalised 

within the domains of science. The logical implication of reducing change to conditions of possibility 

is to deny (to a certain extent) the becoming of change. Difference is subordinated to the 

maintenance of the form of the identical in time.  

Challenging such presuppositions, scientists with a holistic outlook sometimes proposed vitalistic or 

teleological explanations of change in order to account for the emergence of complex wholes in the 

absence of the modern science of complexity. Whilst these frameworks can be criticised for seeking 

to account for change in terms of pre-established forms (and thereby denying change any positive 

efficacy in itself), they contributed to a discourse which undermined the ‘image of thought’ 

mentioned above. To this contribution we must add the names of Carl Gustav Jung and Gilles 

Deleuze who are the subjects of Part II.1  

                                                           
1
 Those familiar with the work of C.G. Jung will know his avowed anti-mechanistic and anti-reductive attitude 

which were reflected even in his earliest thought (see The Zofinga Lectures, 1896-1899). Less well known might 
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Case study 

For now I want to consider some case studies from the literature of Harrington and Wood who they 

regard as exemplifying a holistic outlook. I will continue to keep in mind question 1: Why does holism 

attract strong positive and negative valuations?  And which point of view, if either, is the better 

warranted? And I will attempt to use question 2 - What is the nature of this underpinning conception 

of ultimate wholeness? – with respect to each case study. The reason for this selection is to keep the 

study brief. Each of the figures selected will be relevant in Stage 2 of the project when considered in 

relation to the thought of Jung and Deleuze. In the following example the thought of Deleuze will 

feature significantly:2 

Case Study 1 – Ethologist Jakob von Uexküll (1864-1944): see Harrington, 1998, 34-71 

Perhaps it is with interest that Uexküll was also a reader of Kant: 

For Uexküll, the Kant that emerged from these studies [in the 1890’s at Heidelberg University] was a 

deeply psychological or subjectivist one: the a priori principles, the schemata, that allowed for 

experience were not of a transcendent or logical nature, but were products of constraints imposed by 

an organism’s sensory organs and biological constitution […] This initial revelation allowed Uexküll to 

return to the problem of his animals and their behaviour from a new point of view. It now seemed 

self-evident to him that that every animal, every living thing, far from being a passive product of an 

external world (as the mechanists and Darwinian’s claimed), was also, in fact, an active creator of its 

own “external reality.” Those realities, because they were subjectively constructed by the sense 

organs, were different for animals with different sorts of sensory organs […] By 1907 Uexküll had 

found a name […] that tied every subject to his own self-generated world: the Umwelten. Before 

Uexküll, the word Umwelt had referred to the milieu or environment and was used primarily in 

sociological analysis. (Harrington, 1998, 41). 

Uexküll’s work on ethology and the Umwelten indicates the extent to which it is the environment 

which is structured and mediated by the Umwelt of the organism. This partially avoids the 

anthropomorphic view that life is only an “object” for a “consciousness”.3 Uexküll overturns the role 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
be the fact that many of the influences on Jung’s romanticism were also mined by Deleuze. Durate has 
reviewed the literature: Deleuze’s association with the thought of Nietzsche (cf. Sellars, 1999: 2), Tarde (cf. 
Larval Subjects, 2012), and Bergson (Deleuze, 1966; Fornazari, 2004) is certainly the main philosophical axis, 
allowing for the importance in his work (alone or with Guattari) of analytical categories such as becoming, 
duration, élan vital, intuition, virtuality, and intensity (cf. Corbanezi, 2009), or transformation, will, and life (cf. 
Mitchell and Broglio, 2008). Sellars (1999) explicitly develops the theme of Deleuze’s Romanticism, underlining 
the importance for his thought of such writers as Hölderlin, Kleist, and Büchner, or of philosophers such as 
Schlegel (with a shared connection with stoicism). Significantly, in Le Pli (Deleuze, 1988) there are references 
to two thinkers who were critical in linking Romanticism and science; two legitimate (if epigonal) 
Naturphilosophen: Gustav Fechner and Jakob Von Uexküll (cf. Kull, 2004). (Durate, 2015, 191). 
2
 One can easily understand why given the following comments by Keith Ansell-Pearson, arguably the most 

well-known scholar in Bergson, Deleuze and Nietzsche studies today: ‘It is interesting to note that one of the 
biologists now be rediscovered by those seeking a more embodied, contextual, and dynamical approach to 
intelligence is von Uexküll (1864-1944), precisely the figure whose reworking of evolution in terms of ethology 
Deleuze was attracted to.’ Germinal Life: The Difference and Repetition of Deleuze, (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1999), 170. 
3
 See Ansell-Pearson 1999, 72. This claim could be read in contradistinction to Harrington’s that ‘Uexküll’s 

idealist psychological reading of the Kantian a priori was, of course, the Archimedean insight here: experience 
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of the transcendental subject in Kant by according priority to a body that is affective and libidinal 

rather than reflective. In trying to show that there are innumerable perceptions with different 

spatio-temporal scales and modes of relating Uexküll was opening up a thought receptive to 

relations beyond the familiar (or determined by the ‘image of thought’). According to Jussi Parikka, 

‘[w]hat Uexküll constantly underlined was the need to see nature and its actors not as structures and 

predefined categories (species or genus) but as becomings that are dynamically intertwined with 

their surroundings.’4 Although Uexküll did not claim that we (human observers) could have 

experiences/perceptions of other forms of life his ‘post-humanism’5 gestures to a flattening of 

relations by destabilising the ‘image of thought’ which hierarchically orders relations in its own 

image implicitly. The holistic component of this thought is echoed by Deleuzian Ansell-Pearson when 

he writes that ‘[o]n this ethological model an animal can never be made separate from its relations 

with the world since “The interior is only a selected exterior, and the exterior, a projected interior”.6 

Likewise Ansell-Pearson comments that: 

A ‘complexity’ view of the rapport between an organism and its environment is articulated to great 

effect in Deleuze’s oft-cited and celebrated essay on ‘Spinoza and Us’ [1981], which utilises the ideas 

of Uexküll in order to unfold and enfold the plane of nature as a plane of immanence that distributes 

affects and which cannot be conceived as operating in terms of an arbitrary distinction between 

nature and artifice. On this ethological model an animal can never be made separate from its 

relations with the world (Ansell-Pearson, 1999, 148).  

Uexküll’s holism does not start from the side of the fully formed organism. In other words it is not 

the fully formed organism that is posited holistically as a self-regulating and self-perpetuating unity. 

Rather, given the emphasis on the “complexity” of the becoming of the organism, any presupposed 

notion of unity is actually called into question by the openness of this process of becoming. Notions 

of pre-established unity or teleologically guaranteed unity, are problematic: 

The problem with this conception is that it pre-judges questions of evolution and involution by 

individuating organisms without due regard for the ‘complexity’ of their becoming, such as, for 

example, ignoring the extent to which living systems enjoy both dynamical boundaries subject to 

constant perturbations and mutations, and incorporating different structures, and lifecycles, of other 

forms of life. Both the boundaries and actual components of organisms are subject to machinic 

modes of communication which calls into question any kind of unity and integrity attributed to living 

systems by the tradition of autonomy from Kant to autopoesis. (Ansell-Pearson, 1999, 148-9). 

I mentioned earlier that one area of potential cross-over in the work of Jung and Deleuze around the 

notion of the whole concerns their joint rejection of mechanism. This shall be investigated more fully 

in stage 2. At present I confine myself to saying that both Jung and Deleuze explore different ways to 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
was not directly reflective of reality but was actively created by every subject.’ (1998, 45). I would take issue 
with her phrase ‘created by every subject’ as it takes “subject” to be unproblematic.  
4
 Insect Media: An Archaeology of Animals and Technology, (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota, 

2010), 71. 
5
 ‘As I understand it, a position is posthumanist when it no longer privileges human ways of encountering and 

evaluating the world, instead attempting to explore how other entities encounter the world.  Thus, the first 
point to note is that posthumanism is not the rejection or eradication of human perspectives on the world, but 
is a pluralization of perspectives.’ See https://larvalsubjects.wordpress.com/2012/11/10/thoughts-on-
posthumanism/ 
6
 Germinal Life, 148. Cited, Gilles Deleuze (1970), Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, trans. R. Hurley (San Francisco: 

City Light Books, 1988), 125. 

https://larvalsubjects.wordpress.com/2012/11/10/thoughts-on-posthumanism/
https://larvalsubjects.wordpress.com/2012/11/10/thoughts-on-posthumanism/
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think beyond the mechanistic framework. Given that Deleuze was writing at a later time than Jung 

his interest in the emerging science of “complexity” can be read sympathetically with post-Jungian 

scholarship which re-reads some of Jung’s thought within this context.7 Yet like Jung, Deleuze also 

mined what by his time had become a more “minor” or “discredited” tradition of romantic science 

which at the turn of the twentieth century and up to the early 1920’s was still given credibility. These 

years also coincided with some of Jung’s most productive.  

Deleuze certainly paid more attention to the work of Uexküll than did Jung.8 I am simply making the 

point that both Jung and Deleuze found something in the romantic scientific tradition that was 

useful to their endeavours to think relations in a more liberated or flexible manner; what Cambray 

writes of Jung (below) could also be said of Deleuze: ‘He is more interested in what lies beyond or 

outside the boundaries of the science of his day and how the questions associated with these realms 

may impact thinking, than he is in establishing himself as a scientist as such.’ (Cambray, 2011, 113). 

With respect to question 1 of this stage – positive and negative ethical valuations (of holism) – I 

would tentatively suggest that the difference between Deleuze’s holism (embodied in immanence 

and the univocity of being) and Jung’s (yet to be explicated in any detail) is that the latter (including 

many Jungians and post-Jungians today) implicitly or explicitly defend a conception of a priori unity 

that would be unacceptable to Deleuze because of the way in which it would unnecessarily restrict 

the multi-dimensionality of relations. It is this which may have negative ethical implications.9 With 

respect to question 2 - the nature of an underpinning conception of ultimate wholeness – I 

tentatively suggest that a conception of the whole which favours transcendence (and potentially 

equivocal-analogical relations) logically leads to a kind of holism in which becoming is restricted or 

curtailed as it is being thought from the side of the conditioned. By recounting Deleuze’s positive 

appraisal of Uexküll’s work within the context of Harrington’s interpretation of Uexküll as a “holistic” 

thinker, I am loosely beginning to determine a framework in which the “holism” of Jung and Deleuze 

can be productively compared in stage 2. 

                                                           
7
 See Joseph Cambray, “Synchronicity and emergence,” in American Imago 50 (4), (2002), 304-409; 

Synchronicity: Nature and Psyche in an Interconnected Universe, (College Station: Texas A&M University, 
2009); “Jung, Science and his legacy,” in The International Journal of Jungian Studies 3 (2) (2011), 110-124; 
“The Red Book: Entrances and Exits,” in The Red Book: Reflections on C.G. Jung’s Liber Novus, ed. T. Kirsch and 
G. Hogenson, (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 36-53; “Romanticism and revolution in Jung’s science,” 
in Jung and the Question of Science, ed. Raya Jones (London and New York: Routledge, 2014); “Jung, Science, 
German romanticism: A contemporary perspective,” in Jung and the Academy: The Fordham Lectures – 100 
years later, (New Orleans: Spring Journal Books, 2014); “German Romantic Influences in Jung and Pauli,” in The 
Pauli-Jung Conjecture And its Impact Today, ed. Harald Atmanspacher and Christopher Fuchs, (Exeter: Imprint 
Academic, 2014), 37-56. 
8
 This is somewhat of an understatement. Whilst in these notes I only just scrape the surface with respect to 

the “influence” of Uexküll on Deleuze, a great deal has been made by other commentators such as Ansell-
Pearson (1999) and Brett Buchannan (2008). One key aspect of the way in which Deleuze reads Uexküll is with 
respect to his interpretation of Spinoza; Uexküll as a Spinozian ethologist. Ethology, according to Deleuze, is a 
study of affects: ‘Such studies as this, which define bodies, animals, or humans by the affects that they are 
capable of, founded what is today called ethology’. Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, trans. Robert Hurley (San 
Francisco: City Lights Books, 1998), 125. 
9
 As an aside it may be interesting to contrast Cambray’s account of the “influence” of Spinoza on Jung via 

Goethe and the way in which Deleuze uses Spinzoa. Goethe’s Spinoza is a of a very different kind to that of 
Deleuze and Deleuze’s reading of Spinoza’s immanence, univocity and pantheism is more faithful than 
Goethe’s. See Cambray, “German Romantic Influences in Jung and Pauli,” 42-49. 
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With this in mind we can return to Harrington’s appraisal of Uexküll’s “holism”. In the following 

passage what should be taken into consideration are the comments regarding a holistic model in 

which ‘the parts exist for the sake of the whole – and the organism is posited holistically as a self-

regulating and self-perpetuating unity and integrity’ (Ansell-Pearson, 1999, 148). In the passage 

below this view is consistent with that of neo-vitalist pioneer Hans Driesch (1867-1841)10 and can be 

seen to differ from Uexküll’s “holism”: 

The first of these was the recognition by Driesch of the holistic character of the organism; the second 

insight had led in turn to an even more radical understanding of holism “whereby [the organism’s] 

wholeness is not exhausted through the bodily wholeness of the animal, but rather the bodily 

wholeness is first itself understood on the basis of an original wholeness [with the environment].” 

(Harrington, 1998, 53).
11

 

The wider or perhaps more immanent holism of Uexküll might have appealed to Deleuze given his 

interest in the innovative capacities for self-organisation and self-regulation in the creative life of 

organisms. Needless to say, the similarities between Deleuze and Uexküll only extend so far. Perhaps 

Deleuze takes what he needs from Uexküll, working and re-working until what emerges is quite 

different. Uexküll’s works of the 1920’s - his more ‘popular pieces on new developments in biology 

[…] in the general interest press on questions of politics, appropriate government, morals, and 

spirituality’ (Harrington, 1998, 56) – emphasised his theory of Bauplan (blueprint) ‘to serve as the 

cornerstone of […] bio-politics, Bauplan was now finally used by Uexküll to designate cosmic 

“planfulness.” (Ibid., 66). This was used to denote a teleological coordination of each life in a 

harmonious interactive whole. Harrington claims that according to Uexküll (in agreement with 

Goethe) ‘this harmonious dance was reflective of the platonic ideal order that lay behind the whole’ 

(ibid., 66). The metaphor used for this harmony was of an orchestra with a conductor blending 

together all life in a mighty symphony: 

In other words, Umwelt theory made clear that the infinity of melodies that are blended 

together by God-nature are played by subjects who create that music themselves within the 

confines of their individual soap bubbles. In the end, only God-Nature may be in a position 

to hear the entire harmonious symphony to which each subject during its life-time 

contributed. 

Ansell-Pearson comments on the value of the musical metaphor of Uexküll’s nature “dance” for 

Deleuze: 

                                                           
10

 Some consideration of the relationship between Driesch’s teleology and entelechy (Aristotle) and the role 
which teleology plays in Jung’s model of the psyche has been provided. See Sonu Shamdasani, Jung and the 
Making of Modern Psychology: The Dream of a Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 180-
181; Marilyn Nagy, Philosophical Issues in the Psychology of C.G. Jung, (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1991), 247-257 and Ann Addison, “Jung: Vitalism and the ‘psychoid’: An historical reconstruction,” 
Journal of Analytical Psychology 54, no. 1 (2009): 123-142. 
11

 In this passage Harrington quotes from Martin Heidegger’s “[Z]wei entscheidende Schritte, die Biologie 
vollzogen hat” in Die Grundbegriffe der Metaphysik: Welt, Endlichkeit, Einsamkeit. Ed. Friedrich-Wilhelm von 
Hermann. Gesamtausgabe. 2. Abt., Vorlesungen 1923-1944, Vols. 29/30 (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio 
Klostermann, 1983), 380. It might be worth noting the following text given the relevance of Deleuze in my 
discussion thus far: Brett Buchanan, Onto-Ethologies: The Animal Environments of Uexküll, Heidegger, 
Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze (New York: State University of New York Press, 2008).  
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Every territory encompasses or cuts across the territories of other species. This gives expression to 

what Deleuze and Guattari call, following the work of Uexküll, ‘a melodic, polyphonic and 

contrapuntal conception of nature.’ Examples of the musical character of complex evolution include 

birdsong, the spider’s web, the shell of the mollusc which upon its death becomes the habitat of the 

hermit crab, and the tick. This is to replace the teleological conception of nature with a melodic one in 

which the distinction between art and nature (natural technique) is revealed as an arbitrary one. 

(Ansell-Pearson, 1999, 174; emphasis added).
12

 

Hence, something is being re-worked by Deleuze (and Guattari), an “extrapolation” ‘from his work, 

and which they then deploy to far-reaching effect, taking well beyond the domain Uexküll was 

analysing […] a musical ‘becoming’ of life.’ (ibid., 174-175). I think it is fair to say that there could be 

no “conductor” of the plane of immanence (“God-nature”) in Deleuze’s account. As we have seen, 

his account of univocity could certainly not be likened to the Goethe- Uexküll stress on ideal Platonic 

order.  

However, Harrington’s account does not probe that deep into Uexküll’s view of purpose and 

teleology. Turning to a study by Brett Buchannan we see that what Uexküll endorses is the view that 

nature conforms to a plan ‘whereby organic and inorganic things cohere in a great compositional 

harmony […] Nature’s conformity with plan is based partially in Kantian and Baerian terms.’ (2008, 

8).13 Uexküll is consistent with Kant insofar as he thinks that finality can only be thought in a 

regulative way. Hence, the “purpose” of other forms of life cannot be finally determined and 

anything beyond the perceptual experience of all forms of life (the noumenal) certainly cannot be 

ascertained. In other words, finality can only be thought in accordance with our patterns or habits of 

thought. As such our conception of finality is necessarily anthropomorphic or analogical.14 Where 

                                                           
12

 Cited Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? (1991) trans. Graham Burchell and Hugh Tomlinson (London 
and New York: Verso Books, 1994), 188. Robert Vallier claims that ‘Deleuze explicitly and vigorously 
reinterprets, and sometimes even rejects, the central notions of Uexküll's thought. The soap bubble in which 
the animal is enclosed bursts, as Buchanan puts it, allowing Deleuze to develop a whole new apparatus for 
understanding animal being. The animal in its environment is a distinct animal and a distinct environment (and 
naturally the preposition "in" disappears completely), but rather as a hybrid or a rhizomatic apparatus. The 
being of the wasp cannot be understood independently of the orchid, and it's not the case that the two beings 
are simply added together to form one compound being composed of two parts. Rather, the wasp and the 
orchid are a hybrid that is deployed across territories and milieus (a term that is also radically reinterpreted by 
Deleuze). If Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty remain close to Uexküll's thought, drawing inspiration for it and 
using it to advance their own itineraries, Deleuze transforms Uexküll's thought in order to create new 
concepts.’ http://ndpr.nd.edu/news/24045-onto-ethologies-the-animal-environments-of-uexk-252-ll-
heidegger-merleau-ponty-and-deleuze/ 
13

 “Baerian” refers to the thought of Karl Ernst von Baer (1792-1876). During his education Uexküll found 
himself between the new Darwinian ideas of natural selection and Baer’s older teleological model. Baer was 
influenced by Kant’s ideas: ‘Baer believed that the embryos of all organisms have a purposefulness in the 
unfolding of their development. Each part of an organism or embryo develops according to a plan that 
demonstrates the overall organisation of each organism.’ (Buchanan, 2008, 10). 
14

 Summarising Kant’s position Ansell-Pearson writes that ‘the finality we ascribe to nature is one that is 
relative to our comprehension […] The judgement we make of a purposive organism, or of a purposive nature, 
is an analogical judgement, and in this specific sense: when we bring a teleological attitude to bear on the 
investigation of nature and its products, as a way of aiding scientific observation and research, we do so by 
analogy to a certain kind of causality that we identify with our own noumenal self, namely, a self-determining 
one, that is, one that sets ends or purposes (Zwecken) for itself. Kant insists that this is an estimate of the 
reflective and not the determinant judgement since no pretence is being made to explain anything on the 
constitutive or empirical level.’ Philosophy and the Adventure of the Virtual: Bergson and the Time of Life 
(London and New York, 2002), 122.  

http://ndpr.nd.edu/news/24045-onto-ethologies-the-animal-environments-of-uexk-252-ll-heidegger-merleau-ponty-and-deleuze/
http://ndpr.nd.edu/news/24045-onto-ethologies-the-animal-environments-of-uexk-252-ll-heidegger-merleau-ponty-and-deleuze/
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Uexküll moves beyond Kant is in ascribing to the genesis of living things the influence of outside 

agents as well as the intentionality (plan) of a whole that precedes the parts. 

This highlights the role that Uexküll gives to morphology. Living things develop, from the blastula 

phase on, in a coherent self-regulated way by inner principles. This importantly does not preclude 

outside agents acting on the genesis of the living thing […] Living things are always already a 

completed unity, no matter what stage of development, in a way that objects and machines cannot 

be […] The inner force […] is offset by environmental factors. (Buchannan, 2008, 14). 

Uexküll, in a move similar to that of Henri Bergson (1859-1941), is allowing for greater flexibility in 

the “intentionality” of the plan that constitutes the genesis of living things. A priori unity is not 

simply imposed on formless matter (a holymorphic schema) it can be affected by its Umwelt. Yet it 

still seems as if all this has been legislated for by an external cause, “nature” as a replacement for 

God: 

Rather, nature accords with an overarching plan that has set parameters in which life forms can 

interact (thus not entirely random) as well as inclusive of agents and forces other than parental genes 

as developmentally constitutive for the organism (thus not exclusively materialistic or organic. 

(Buchannan, 2008, 19; emphasis added). 

The notion of an overarching plan gestures towards an external finality as a kind of pre-established 

harmony.15 Hence the “holistic” web of life is pre-organised. The problem with this is that in setting 

parameters the whole restrains the power of relations and the creativity of evolution is curtailed. Yet 

it is simply not the case that Uexküll believes this ‘overarching plan’ to be equivalent to a formative 

impetus a view which does not appear dissimilar to the way in which Bergson describes his vital 

impetus, the élan vital, and indeed which can be compared to Jung’s notion of psychic energy. With 

respect to Uexküll Buchannan makes the point that: 

[D]espite his occasional appeals to Kant’s philosophy, Uexküll does not follow his teleology. In fact he 

explicitly renounces a teleological force behind nature […] What Uexküll finds problematic in 

teleology is its deceptive tendency to anthropomorphise nature; that is to see nature as guided 

towards ends that only we humans can objectively perceive […] To see purpose is to presume insight 

into the full working of nature and thus to also perhaps see where it is heading. If this were the case 

we would not only have insight into nature as a whole, which presumes the absolute standpoint of 

physics that he had already dismissed, but also the ability to interfere and control nature’s future. 

(Buchannan, 2008, 20). 

This implies a kind of external finality or finality in a ‘special sense’ in which evolution is not simply 

an entirely accidental and aimless process. Uexküll seems to be trying to think beyond both 

mechanism and anthropomorphic finality in a way that reminds me of Bergson. The ‘web of life’ 

which extends horizontally across all organic and non-organic life suggests a plane in which all things 

are implicated. The ‘web of life’ as a whole of an external finality is not with goal or no goal can be 
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 I lift the terms “external” and “internal” finality from Bergson’s Creative Evolution (1908). Bergson rejects 
them both and provides a critique of both mechanism and finalism in the process. Ansell-Pearson has reviewed 
Bergson’s critique of Kant’s internal finality thoroughly. See “The élan vital as an image of thought: Bergson 
and Kant on finality,” 2002, 115-139. Another scholarly work which details Kant’s ambivalence between a 
thought of Life and the living is evident in Thacker, “Logic and Life (On Kantian Teratology),” in After Life, 239-
249. I suggest to the reader to read both Ansell-Pearson’s account against that of Thacker to show how 
Bergson (–Deleuze) seeks a resolution to this ambivalence.  
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ascribed to it. Perhaps this marks the difference between Uexküll and Bergson-Deleuze. For the 

former to posit any kind of goal is to illegitimately step beyond the bounds of reason. For the latter 

the lack of goal is constitutive; life does not operate without directions; Deleuze writes:  

The Whole must create the divergent lines according to which it is actualised and the dissimilar means 

that it utilises on each line. There is finality because life does not operate without directions; but 

there is no “goal,” because these directions do not pre-exist ready-made, and are themselves created 

“along with” the act that runs through them.’
16

 

What is that unites all things? For Uexküll it seems to be “significance” or “meaning”. This is the 

common-denominator that embraces all things; it is said equally of all things and hence is immanent 

in all things. In thinking of relations in terms of significance and meaning Uexküll demonstrates how 

different forms of life can overlap. The overlapping layers of forms of life, whose relations of 

significance and meaning differ by differences of degree, comprise a composition of nature. Meaning 

is generated through relationships; ‘[o]ne may even be tempted to say that, in order to know a living 

being, one must know the relations it is capable of forming; an animal is no more than its relations.’ 

(Buchannan, 2008, 30).  

For Uexküll the fragmentation of the boundaries of an organism or animal-subject cannot be fully 

immanent in the way that Deleuze might desire, but ‘the emphasis on outward relations plays a 

crucial role in accentuating how an organism is always more than itself by virtue of its symbiotic 

reciprocation in other things.’ (Ibid.). ‘Once attention shifts to the mutual interaction of animal and 

environment, the question as to whether behaviour is predominately innate or learned becomes 

largely otiose, leading only to erroneous conclusions and fruitless arguments.’ (Ansell-Pearson, 1999, 

174). Uexküll does not seek to reduce that which is meaningful for one form of life purely to instinct 

or a mechanical order in the service of eliciting instinctual effects. “Interpretation” of meaning is 

posited by Uexküll as something actively performed by a form of life implying a kind of intuitive 

sense or empathy of other forms of life. This suggests that life is fundamentally open (neither a given 

whole nor an autopoietic whole that is organisationally closed) and the boundaries of a form of life 

are meta-stable forming with other forms a “consistency” which holds together dynamically; ‘A body 

is the accumulation of relations that, at a certain state of equilibrium, is able to maintain itself 

without destroying itself as this consistency.’ (Buchannan, 2008, 160). Yet the rub of the issue lies in 

how open or porous “things” are: 

Phenomena such as organisms are not static organised unities, but porous bodies that assemble into 

compositions through a variety of relations. These relations can be considered ontologically as 

intensive forces, as a series of differentiations that accumulate genetically. These relations can also be 

considered, however, as relations between more extensive entities if considered ecologically. 

(Buchannan, 2008, 174). 

These developments call for a major reconfiguration of ethology since behaviour can no longer be 

localised in individuals conceived as preformed homunculi, but has to be treated epigentically as a 

function of complex material systems which cut across individuals (assemblages) and which traverse 

phyletic lineages and organismic boundaries (rhizomes). This requires the articulation of a distributed 

conception of agency. The challenge is to show that ‘nature’ consists of a field of multiplicities, 
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 Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism (1966), trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (New York: Zone Books, 
1991), 106. See Ansel-Pearson, 2002, 133. 



Christian McMillan  
‘One World’: clarifying the logical and ethical implications of holism (AHRC funded) Stage 1 
 

assemblages of heterogeneous components (human, animal, viral, molecular, etc.), in which ‘creative 

evolution’ can be shown to involve blocks of becoming. (Ansell-Pearson, 1999, 171).
17

 

As I mentioned above, Deleuze wants to push the fragmentation of the “organism” further than 

most would permit including Uexküll whose Umwelt and accompanying ‘soap-bubble’ metaphor 

would be too enclosed with respect to the kind of porous relationality that Deleuze is seeking. 

Before briefly looking in to this I think it is important to remember that Uexküll’s holism has opened 

up thought to challenging the usually privileged image of thought by relocating the synthetic powers 

of different forms of life not in a transcendental “space” but across the body and its environment. 

Felicity Colman explains that ‘“[s]ynthesis” is also described by Deleuze and Guattari as an 

assemblage of variable relations produced by the movement, surfaces, elusions and relations of 

rhizomes that form bodies (desiring-machines) through composite chains of previously unattached 

links.' (2005, 233).18 Dispersing powers of syntheses to allow a greater horizontal transversal 

communication among heterogeneous affects is very much part of Deleuze and Guattari’s focus in 

their collaborative work A Thousand Plateaus (1980).19  

For Deleuze and Guattari the self-enclosed Umwelt posited by Uexküll is disrupted and fragmented 

so that Umwelts or rather “milieus” (which has a specific meaning in their lexicon) are able to pass 

into each other more freely than in Uexküll’s account. A “milieu” is ‘a vibrationary, rhythmic, and 

coded material field for bodies (strata) and territories (assemblages).’ (Protevi, 2012, 254). 

Conceived of as a “milieu” the organism is not unitary whole again gesturing to the idea that the 

organism is not as coherent as we often think. Milieus and rhythms (differential rhythms to be 
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 As with many other shortcomings of these notes I have not developed Deleuze’s notion assemblage or 
rhizome any further than they appear here. Cleary a stress is placed on “assemblage” in Deleuze’s reading of 
Uexküll and the reworked ethology of Uexküll by Deleuze has been referred to as an ‘ethology of assemblages’ 
(Ansell-Pearson, 1999, 170). The notion of a ‘machinic assemblage’ is intended to go beyond the distinction of 
inorganic and organic (or the conceptual dichotomy between the living and the non-living). It is not another 
term for mechanism. “Machinic”; ‘machinic-assemblage’, ‘machinic-thinking’, ‘machinic-phyulm’ seeks to 
radically de-stratify thought even to the extent that the “human” is understood in terms of it being a 
component in an assemblage. I would tentatively say that the rhizomatic assemblage is a kind of functional 
whole in which any network of things brought into contact with one another – concepts, bodies, thoughts – 
indicates forces that move and/or make bodies less mobile. The “machinic’” denotes an undoing of the usual 
treatment of machines as projections of the human. Rather “machinic” gestures to a mode of communication; 
‘Humans are both component parts of a machine and combine [communicate] with other forms of organic and 
non-organic life to constitute a machine (or, better, machinic assemblage since there exists no isolated and 
monadic machine).’ (Ansell-Pearson, 1999, 142). Given that we have seen some rage against the “Machine” in 
Harrington’s account of holistic thought (in German culture at the turn of the twentieth century) it is 
interesting to contrast this with Deleuze and Guattari’s novel use of the term. The “machinic” is meant to de-
privilege organismic conceptions of unity and totality. Whereas the “Machine” can be reduced to the sum of 
its parts the “machinic” communicates (non-hierarchically) heterogeneous components that form meta-stable 
wholes.   
18

 “Rhizome,” in The Deleuze Dictionary, ed. Adrian Parr (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), 233. 
19

 John Protevi provides an interesting commentary on the difference between this work and Deleuze’s 
magnum opus of Difference and Repetition (1968): ‘Difference and Repetition focusses on how individuation 
determines the actualisation of virtuality, whereas in A Thousand Plateaus the focus is on the intermeshing of 
different rhythms of intensive processes. Difference and Repetition is somewhat “vertically” orientated (from 
virtual to actual and back), whereas A Thousand Plateaus is more “transversal” (the meshing or clashing of 
intensive processes).’ “Deleuze and Life,” in The Cambridge Companion to Deleuze, ed. Daniel W. Smith and 
Henry Somers-Hall (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 247. 
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differentiated from extensive cadence) are interrelated and according to Deleuze and Guattari the 

living being can be divided up into four corresponding milieus. Buchannan summaries: 

[T]here is an exterior milieu (e.g., material ‘outside’ the organism), an interior milieu (e.g. the organs, 

and intermediary milieu (e.g., the membrane or skin of the porous body), and an annexed or 

associated milieu (e.g., energy resources such as food, light, air). When characterised in this way, 

living beings […] are a composition of these milieus. (2008, 175).
20

 

The rhythm is a code and the difference between one code and another is a difference of rhythm. 

The shifting of rhythm allows for “transcoding” of a milieu, i.e. a transversal communication in which 

a code in one milieu (e.g. a gene or a virus in one population of species) may be transcoded by a 

different species. Whilst I find myself at a loss (again) to go into any detail, these points serve to 

illustrate how far Deleuze (and Guattari) are pushing the notion of a ‘thing’.21 For it should be 

recalled that ‘the concept of milieu is not only applicable to living beings; there are milieus at greater 

and lesser dimensions.’ (ibid., 176). We have seen that Uexküll embraces a kind of musicality in his 

characterisation of the rhythms of nature. Deleuze and Guattari take this much further as they are 

concerned less with an environmental space-time which an organism inhabits than how beings (of all 

kinds) enter into relations with each other: ‘It is the constitution of new planes, in other words, 

rather than in what an organism is or is not open to, that is ontologically decisive for them.’ (ibid.). 

Yet for Uexküll it would seem that a central agency is ultimately required to coordinate this musical 

consistency of nature. Forms of life may be porous but this has been pre-established, an external 

finality in which ‘all is given’. Deleuze writes: 

But we must, in another oscillation, be delighted that the Whole is not given. This is the constant 

theme of Bergsonism from the outset: The confusion of space and time, the assimilation of time into 

space, make us think that the whole is given, even if only in the eyes of God. And this is the mistake 

that is common to mechanism and to finalism. The former assumes that everything is calculable in 

terms of a state; the latter, that everything is determinable in terms of a program: In any event, time 

is only there now as a screen that hides the eternal from us, or that shows us successively what a God 

or superhuman intelligence would see in a single glance.
22

 

One commentator has claimed that ‘The soap bubbles [Umwelten] may not be monads, but they 

exist in a kind of pre-established harmony in the composition of nature. It is this harmonious 

composition that constitutes the plan of nature, or better, the plan is a kind of musical score.’23 In 

this model time is deprived of any positive efficacy. The pre-determination of relations that this 

implies establishes a holism in which creativity is restricted. Uexküll refers to nature’s conformity to 

plan as governed by a “super-mechanical principle”.24 This has no formative impetus and hence it is 
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 Also see Protevi, “Deleuze and Life,” 2012, 254-255. 
21

 For example to do the discussion of Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the “milieu” any real justice I would 
need to explicate its relationship with their other equally complex term “territorialisation” (and 
“deterritorialisation).  
22

 Gilles Deleuze, 1991, 104. 
23

 http://ndpr.nd.edu/news/24045-onto-ethologies-the-animal-environments-of-uexk-252-ll-heidegger-
merleau-ponty-and-deleuze/ 
24

 See Uexküll, Theoretical Biology (1926) trans. D. L. Mackinnon (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1926), 350. 

http://ndpr.nd.edu/news/24045-onto-ethologies-the-animal-environments-of-uexk-252-ll-heidegger-merleau-ponty-and-deleuze/
http://ndpr.nd.edu/news/24045-onto-ethologies-the-animal-environments-of-uexk-252-ll-heidegger-merleau-ponty-and-deleuze/
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meant as a rebuke to traditional vitalism and neo-vitalism25 but it seems to presume an ‘order 

transcendentally granted from outside’ (Thacker, 2010, 243), an ‘intelligent will of a supernatural 

creator, a will that is not in nature but in noumenal reality.’ (Ansell-Pearson, 2002, 139). The 

potentially panglossian features of this holism rationalise nature by subordinating it to a 

transcendent unity. Relations may have been progressively flattened but if they are now conceived 

of as fixed then to what extent is change possible? It is interesting that the latter half of Harrington’s 

study of Uexküll considers how his biology is made into a bio-politics, one that was certainly not 

disagreeable to the hierarchical organisation of relations embodied in the ideology of National 

Socialism (1998, 56-61).  

In seeking to go beyond the organism and beyond conceptions of syntheses as belonging to a 

transcendent power Deleuze’s holism will penetrate past the phenomenological interest in the lived 

body (and ‘being in the world’) to discover pre-individual individuating forces and intensities that 

create and persist with what we normally refer to as an organism. This ‘presupposes many – no, a 

multiplicity, infinite – factors that go into the actualisation of any being we call an organism.’ 

(Buchannan, 2008, 153). Things, organisms, forms of life are consistencies of relations, meta-stable 

but not fixed. The univocity of being does not reduce to a limited set of relations which exist in all 

things.26 Rather what persists in all things is the ability to relate or to remain open. The question 

remains, how open? Different things have different affects and hence the ability to affect and be 

affected. Things can be compared based on what affects they have although this would be to neglect 

the multi-dimensionality of affects; ‘For each thing these relations and capacities have an amplitude, 

maximum and minimum), and variations or transformations that are peculiar to them.’27 Likewise it 
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 This is a move made by many thinkers from Kant onwards against mechanism. Bergson and Deleuze are 
among them. In rejecting the inadequacy of mechanism for comprehending life Bergson heads in a different 
direction to Kant for whom other (non-mechanistic) conceptions of causality can only serve a regulative 
function. What he shares in common with Kant is the challenge of how order in nature can be determined, 
without resorting to either theology (order granted from outside) or to mechanism which relies on a posited 
order against teleology. According to Ansell-Pearson Bergson develops a finality in a ‘special-sense’ a kind of 
external finality based on a radical re-working of the “organism” and also a conception of matter that accords 
it capacities of self-organisation (See, 2002, 132). For Kant the essence of matter is that it is “inert”. With 
respect to this Protevi has written that ‘It is the impoverished sense of matter in mechanism, as chaotic and 
passive, that creates the temptation to classical vitalism of the “entelechy” type. Seeing matter as chaotic or 
passive creates the need for a hylomorphic rescue in which a transcendent organising force swoops down to 
instil a form that organises matter.’ “Deleuze and Life,” 2012, 247. 
26

 It is simply not possible to go into any detail about the way in which Deleuze characterises relations as 
intensities/affects in this limited introduction. As a result of this I am aware that confusion may well abound. I 
can only but apologise for this. The following synopsis of the meaning of intensities is taken from Buchanan 
(2008): ‘Extensive properties refer to the classical states of measurable Cartesian space, such as length, 
breadth, and volume. In contrast, the affects denote “intensities” […] To better clarify this numerical 
distinction, Deleuze draws heavily from both quantum mechanics and thermodynamics, and appeals to 
examples involving temperatures, speeds, dilutions, and other qualities […] The range of temperature, speeds, 
or light, are a matter of degree that cannot be added or divided without changing the nature of the thing […] 
This description is applicable to all intensities, such as colour, tastes, light, or even as he expresses in his 
evaluation of Lucretius’s philosophy, the warmth of the first and the liquidity of water’. (157). He goes on: ‘In 
Deleuze’s reading, affects are inseparable from their relations to bodies, where bodies are not considered in 
terms of their function or form, but in terms of how they can be affected, how they can undergo transitions, 
and, at bottom how they define what a body can do […] Each living thing entails a different set of relations to 
the environment at large. The capacity to affect and be affected is what constitutes the individuality of each 
particular thing.’ (158).  
27

 Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, 125. 
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neglects the extent to which things can enter into relations with other things, i.e. a way of thinking 

the thing as radically porous; ‘The body is a porous composition, continually transforming itself, 

becoming other, even if imperceptibly.’ (ibid., 161). I can provide no adequate account of the multi-

dimensionality of relations in this introduction. This does not mean that such an account is not 

possible but rather that it cannot be done any justice here. By demonstrating that the “holistic” 

thought of Uexküll resonates with many aspects of Deleuze’s philosophy - affects, immanence, 

univocity, becoming, rhizome, assemblage - principally around the problematic of relations, 

demonstrates that Deleuze has a holistic dimension to his thought that is challenging and liberating.  

In Stage 2 attention will focus on how Jung sought to navigate between the two approaches to 

biological science in his day, mechanism and finalism. Unlike Deleuze (but not dissimilar to Bergson), 

Jung’s education coincided with the pre neo-Darwinian/modern synthesis paradigm. Whilst Bergson 

developed a finalism in a ‘special sense’28 (a kind of external finality) in his account of creative 

evolution and one which had many features that could complement the neo-Darwinian paradigm, 

Jung’s finalism is arguably more traditional or neo-vitalist in inspiration. Unlike Bergson Jung offers 

no account of evolution restricting his discussions of the purposiveness of the psyche to 

“psychology”. I make this point because one area in which the respective “wholes” of Jung and 

Deleuze must be considered is in relation to mechanism and finalism. My focus on Uexküll has been 

to shed light on the relationship between the emergence of holism as a reaction to the ascendency 

of mechanism in the nineteenth century. Hence, that Bergson-Deleuze and Jung all developed 

responses to the problem of mechanism suggests that features of their respective approaches have 

holistic components even if this was a term never used by them (perhaps because it was unknown or 

simply too vague to use given the risk of confusion to their readers). Yet it should not be forgotten 

that the historical lineage of the confrontation that emerges between mechanism and finalism at the 

end of the nineteenth century returns us to the modes of participation evinced by the Greeks 

onwards. Thacker has cogently presented the problem in the following terms, returning us to where 

I began with this case study, Kant: 

For Kant’s a priori of life is really a question, and the a priori has a number of dimensions to it. It is, 

first, a statement about the necessary preconditions for the concept of life to be thought at all – that 

precondition being, for Kant, that of finality (order and end, organisation and teleology). But this a 

priori is not without its own aporias, an always receding horizon that tries to avoid both the reduction 

to mechanism as well as the sublimation into vitalism. In a vicious circle, one posits finality as an a 

priori, and then undertakes the project of discovering what one originally posited. To these two 

dimensions is added a third, which is the more pragmatic “regulative” function of the a priori as a 

limit, one that perhaps governs where philosophy ends and theology begins (or where science ends 

and poetry begins…). Taken together, the upshot of Kant’s a priori of life offers a further development 
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 In Creative Evolution (1907) Bergson italicises the following: ‘Pure mechanism, then, would be refutable, and 
finality, in the special sense in which we understand it, would be demonstrable in a certain aspect, if it could be 
proved that life may manufacture the like apparatus, by the like means, on divergent lines of evolution; and the 
proof would be proportional both to the divergency between the lines of evolution thus chosen and to the 
complexity of the similar structures found in them. Creative Evolution, trans. Arthur Mitchell (Mineola, New 
York: Dover Publications, 1998), 51-55. See Ansell-Pearson, 2002, 31. In the early part of his chapter “The 
Difference of Bergson: Duration and creative Evolution,” (1999, 20-76), Ansell-Pearson explains why Bergson’s 
“vitalism” has elements in common with Neo-Darwinism. He also shows how Deleuze extends this much 
further than Bergson could. For a useful summary of Deleuze’s “vitalism” see John Protevi, “Deleuze and Life,” 
in The Cambridge Companion to Deleuze, ed. Daniel W. Smith and Henry Somers-Hall (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012), 239-264.  
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of Aristotle’s question: What is the relation between the thought of life and the living thought, the life 

of thought itself? (2010, 248-240). 

All of these dimensions - 1) how “life” is to be thought at all, 2) avoidance of reduction to 

mechanism or vtialism, 3) going beyond a purely regulative function of an alternative conception of 

causality – are evident to varying degrees in the thought of Deleuze and Jung. Jung may not 

concentrate on “life” but this is replaced with his thought on psychological life which involves 

philosophical and scientific speculation (mainly in the domains of biology and physics). Jung’s 

“vitalism” is problematic, seemingly goal-orientated (the Self) but sometimes explicitly stated by 

Jung to be without goal. Yet he continually speaks of the psyche as having purpose. These are 

concerns that shall be considered I stage 2. Third I would argue that all of Jung’s work can be 

regarded as a confrontation in one way or another with both the a priori and the “regulative”. The 

same is true of Deleuze. Both seek to overcome reduction to an a priori. Whilst Jung remains far 

more ambivalent about this undertaking evidence for both a phenomenology and metaphysics in his 

works gesture towards the confrontation mentioned above. For Deleuze the confrontation is 

unmissable and perhaps the method of ‘transcendental empiricism’ is Deleuze’s clearest statement 

that his thought is post-Kantian.  

Concluding remarks on case-study 1: 

I hope that in this haphazard consideration of Uexküll’s holism I have demonstrated something that 

will at least be of value for stage 2. That Uexküll significantly flexes our conceptualisation of 

“relation” is of importance. If we want to appreciate the multi-dimensionality of relationality then 

we need to overcome an ‘image of thought’ that places unnecessary restrictions on this multi-

dimensionality for unforeseen pragmatic or political purposes. It requires that we seek ways to think 

beyond the human condition instead of falling back on transcendental arguments which block us 

from certain ways of relating a priori or on metaphysical arguments which privilege transcendent 

equivocal relations. Deleuze’s efforts in this direction have been considered throughout Part I and II 

of this preliminary sketch of holism. Whilst I have remained largely silent about Jung to this point it 

suffices to say that like Uexküll Jung significantly challenged what we take to be “experience” by 

dramatically broadening it beyond the boundaries of ego-consciousness. With the notion of a 

collective unconscious the extent of our boundedness is re-evaluated and we become connected 

“in” psyche with each other, other forms of life and ultimately matter. Where Uexküll forbade the 

possibility of actually connecting with the Umwelten of other forms of life, Jung, I believe, cleared a 

path via the unconscious. Jung’s holism revolves around the psyche which, as collective, is said in the 

same sense of all its differences or intrinsic modalities. In this model the psyche can be conceived of 

as a plane of immanence, not a transcendental Whole-Self, nor a transcendent One/Whole (Unus 

Mundus). 

The direction I have taken in this sketch favours a kind of holism which takes the boundaries of 

things to be problematic. It is the porous character of things which I find interesting. Holistic thought 

opens us to a way of thinking the porous. It does so by destabilising identities and liberating 

difference from its subordination to conceptual mediation. It challenges hierarchies in which 

relations are hierarchically distributed to the point where some are obscured and even effaced. 

Holism is ethically positive when it helps us to challenge identity and show us what we are capable 

of outside of the restrictions that we impose upon ourselves through identity. This is an ethics of 
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capacity. In being porous we can connect or we can chose to reactively close down our ability to 

connect, our capacities to affect and be affected. We react unethically when we subordinate 

relations to general and abstract conditions of possibility. In denying our relationality the whole of a 

holistic system comes to embody the restrictions that we project into it. Such a whole is above and 

beyond the relations that it co-ordinates or of which it is the condition of possibility. It is not genetic, 

i.e. it does not persist with the relations being their very porous condition. In positively asking what a 

thing can do we also ask after the genetic conditions of things, the genetic conditions of “real” 

experience as opposed to essential, pre-determined or possible experience. In asking these 

questions we begin to problematise the site and kinds of syntheses that allow relations to connect as 

multiplicities. If the location of syntheses are placed outside of becoming in a transcendent space or 

as a transcendental condition of all possibility, then becoming is already determined from an 

anthropomorphic point of view, from the side of the conditioned. Holistic thought that challenges 

this pre-determination is also challenging the synthetic powers which are bestowed upon a 

dominant image within a given era. 

 

 

 

 


