Deleuze and the Eternal Return – MA lecture notes (14th February 2007)

“The greatest weight.— What, if some day or night a demon were to steal after you in your loneliest loneliness and say to you: "This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable times more; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unutterably small or great in your life will have to return to you, all in the same succession and sequence—even this spider and this moonlight between the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal hourglass of existence is turned upside down again and again—and you with it, speck of dust!"— Would you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a tremendous moment when you would have answered him: "You are a god and never have I heard anything more divine!" If this thought gained possession of you, it would change you as you are or perhaps crush you; the question in each and every thing, "Do you desire this once more, and innumerable times more?" would lie upon your actions as the greatest weight! Or how well disposed would you have to become to yourself and to life to crave nothing more fervently than this ultimate eternal confirmation and seal? — (Nietzsche – Gay Science 341)

What is it in the eternal return that Deleuze finds so compelling?  “The genius of eternal return lies not in memory, but in waste, in active forgetting” (DR 55).  What is it that should be forgotten, actively forgotten?  That which can be denied.  That which cannot pass the test.  What is this test?  The test is a 'selection' procedure for affirmation.  To affirm life is to affirm that which can pass the test of eternal return, that which can be willed “once more, and innumerable times”.

The distinction or selection procedure is needed to break us from a selection based on identity to that based on difference.  We are to affirm only that which is creative, only that which can go to the extreme but not an extremity of the infinite extension of an identity but rather the extremity of the different, the radically different.  This is a selection procedure for the creation of 'the new', the radical element of the world which is to be affirmed in the face of an ontology of forces which implies a closed universe.  It is the method by which an ontology of pure forces is broken open, a method by which determinism is twisted away from a reductive mechanical notion into a vital, creative, open and contingent world.

Deleuze argues that “the extreme is not reached by carrying the average forms to infinity” (DR 54).  This is a manifestation of his attempt to establish an ontology in which a concept of difference is installed as the primary category, overturning the primacy of identity.  The need for this looks almost straight-forwardly logical or self-evident: a concept of 'difference in itself' cannot, in principle, be understood other than outside a concept of identity since otherwise it is determined by that concept of identity and in effect imprisoned in it.  The concept of difference in itself is a radical need and an almost impossible thought arrived at – at least in 'Difference and Repetition'
 – through a struggle to extricate thought from a thinking immured in identity.  In practical terms this is what guides his anti-representationalism, since representation is configured inside philosophy to be grounded on a concept of identity.  A is A, the law of identity, stands at the opening of representational thought and necessarily so
.  Without identity the practice of representation is incapacitated.  We will, therefore, need to develop something like a 'sub-representational' articulation of the concept of difference since we are, perforce, prevented from developing a representational concept of difference grounded in identity
.

“The extreme” Deleuze argues, explicitly following Nietzsche, “is not the identity of opposites, but rather the univocity of the different; the superior form is not the infinite, but rather the eternal formlessness of the eternal return itself, through its metamorphoses and transformations” (DR 55).  This in effect affirms change as the eternal form of the universe.  It affirms a dynamic, open universe of becoming.    This, moreover, is the lesson we draw from art, from Dionysus, which supplements and completes that which we draw from science, from Apollo.  For example, the need for a 'transcendental empiricism' is based on the fact that standard empiricism relies upon representations.  If the source of knowledge is experience, as is the central tenet of empiricism, and yet experience is limited to possible experience, to that which we can identify as an experience then empiricism is naïve and contained within a transcendental framework it fails to challenge.  In effect this would make empiricism subject to a transcendental or metaphysical structure which it implicitly presupposed and which it never questioned and which would infect its claim that the source of knowledge is experience.  Experience would be predetermined as a particular type of experience, viz, an experience that can be recognised as an experience, represented, identified.  A transcendental empiricism would reconstitute the claim 'all knowledge comes form experience' as a transcendental claim.  It would have to pursue, this would mean, the critique of experience and push to the limits of what can be experienced.  This 'pushing to the limits' would constitute its central philosophical method.

For Deleuze this critique of experience is what we find in modern art.  It is not, he says, that we find the sensible in “that which can only be sensed” but rather we make empiricism transcendental when we find “the very being of the sensible” (DR 57).  This 'being of the sensible' is what we are presented with in modern art and as such modern art presents us with the capacity to apprehend the being of the sensible.  There is no necessity to the form of this presentation – it is not, for example, that only through art can we apprehend this being.  It is, however, art that presents it because of its intimate relation with Dionysus, with chaos, with pure difference affirmed in itself and beyond and before a need for identity.  We may indeed want to argue that modern physics is now beginning to find in itself the capacity to apprehend the “intense world of differences” (DR 57)  but the key point is that it is this apprehension that will constitute a 'superior empiricism'.  Indeed it might be possible to interpret Deleuze and Guattari's later claims, in 'What is Philosophy?', as an attempt to indicate what a superior empiricism would look like in the fields of art, science and philosophy
.  In effect, the superior empiricism arises through an epistemology of productive creations rather than accurate representations. 

This transcendental empiricism is not superior because it is transcendental, however, though the two terms often seem to be read synonymously.  The transcendental nature of the empiricism comes from it always pushing to the limits, configured practically in terms of an epistemological methodology of productive creations rather than accurate representations.  The superiority, however, comes in the ability to reconcile a physicalistic determinism with a creative contingency.  This, moreover, is what might be thought to lie at the heart of Nietzsche's concept of the eternal return.

Deleuze makes the strong claim that “the world is neither finite nor infinite as representation would have it: it is completed and unlimited” (DR 57).  Nietzsche's concept of eternal return specifically addresses the issue of a determined world of forces implying a closed world, as in, for example, the reading of Einsteins' 4-dimensional space-time as being a concept which effectively removes time form the universe
.  In 'The Will to Power', note 1062 (dated 1885), Nietzsche argues that in the scientific model“the world, as force, may not be thought of as unlimited, for it cannot be so thought of; we forbid ourselves the concept of an infinite force as incompatible with the concept 'force'.  Thus – the world also lacks the capacity for eternal novelty”.  He returns to this issue in note 1064 (again dated 1885) where he speculates that “at any precise moment of a force, the absolute conditionality of a new distribution of all its forces is given: it cannot stand still.  'Change' belongs to the essence, therefore also temporality: with this, however, the necessity of change has only been posited once more conceptually”.  He is here grappling with the notion of a determinism of physics, resting on a concept of forces rather than 'atoms', and the peculiarity of contingency, change and time.  If, as Hawkings' seemed to believe in his 'Brief History of Time', the laws of physics are such that to fully explicate them would be to 'know the mind of God', this is because to fully explicate them would be to render it possible to establish  a complete predictability to the universe such that if we were to combine these laws with a complete knowledge of the original state of the system we could accurately predict the future, exactly what is involved in the action of Laplace's demon.  This is the demon behind reductive physics and is a demon with whom we do not want to make a pact since we know in advance - or can be fairly confident - that he will not uphold his end of the bargain.  Such a pact is worthless and always lethal.

If, of course, the situation of Laplace's demon were to exist then the 'chaos' effect – or any notion of indeterminacy in principle - would be nothing more than an effect of an incomplete knowledge and as such merely illusory, perhaps like time itself, if we take as given, that is, the possibility of a fully realised knowledge of the system implicitly contained in the twin elements of 'all the laws' and 'a complete knowledge of the original state of the system'.  This fully realised knowledge (which appears presupposed in the search for a Theory Of Everything within physics) may be de facto unrealisable but is posited as de jure possible
.  It must be realised, to understand the eternal return and Deleuze's concept of difference, that such a position is radically opposed by any philosophy of difference that is clear as to its aims.  The success of such opposition, however, will only be realisable itself if we can somehow provide a de jure argument against the possibility of such a fully realised knowledge.  For Nietzsche this seems to rest on something like the idea of the impossibility of removing contingency.  In practice, however, Laplace's demon is opposed by a number of arguments, perhaps the most important of which – by which I mean the nearest to an argument de jure - is that the demon cannot be part of the system it is predicting.  The idea of a completely rational universe, then, involves a rejection of immanence and the positing of some sort of transcendent position with regard the universe, which seems to simply defeat the point of the argument through internal self-contradiction.   After all, if I want a fully rational and fully predictable universe, how can this be achieved via a positing a position transcendent to the universe and hence transcendent to the explanation that will be given?

Laplace's demon is not, however, the only demon with whom we might make a pact.  As in all demonology, the force of the demonic pact is not the pact itself but the demon with whom the pact is made.  For Nietzsche, the world is named as 'will to power', a “sea of forces flowing and rushing together, eternally changing, eternally flooding back, with tremendous years of recurrence” (note 1065, dated November 1887-March 1888).  This necessity of an eternal process of change and movement seems to hark back to note 1064 which I touched upon just now, in which Nietzsche claims “that a state of equilibrium is never reached proves that it is not possible.  But in an indefinite space it would have to have been reached.  Likewise in a spherical space.  The shape of space must be the cause of eternal movement, and ultimately of all 'imperfection'” (note 1064 dated 1885).  In effect the 'shape of space' might be thought to play a role akin to Maxwell's demon, which violates the Second Law of Thermodynamics
.  The second law says that two bodies of varying energy, A (hot, high energy) and B (cold, low energy), brought together in one system, AB, will equalise their varying intensities.  However is we take a system of equality, such that A and B are at the same temperature, then there will be within both A and B a variation of molecular speed.  In effect the temperature is a evening out of these variations into an identity.  Now, the 2nd law states that all systems move towards equilibrium, providing they are self-contained
, yet the demon disrupts this by intervening and choosing to take fast moving molecules form A and let them into B, thereby making B hotter than A and contravening the 2nd law by increasing extropy.  Plainly the 'shape of space' is not like Maxwell's demon in its 'subjective choosing' element, but it does pose the possibility that the 2nd law cannot hold by refusing to consider the universe as a closed system.  The space is radically open and this is the key, since the 2nd law requires a closed system.  The 'shape of space' is thus an open shape and it is this openness that is the demonic element.  Maxwell's demon, after all, not only has to perceive and choose the faster moving molecules in A but also open a door through which they are allowed into B.  A leak occurs and this leak is the basis of the open structure of the universe.  Maxwell's demon is the embodiment of the creative principle in the universe and a demon with whom we could only hope that a pact can be made.  Affirmation might even be said to be our capacity to refuse Laplace's Demon and join with Maxwells.

This shape of space still, however, looks a metaphysical 'prime mover' or vital force since it constitutes the universe as a 'perpetuum mobile'.  This is the strangest aspect of the eternal return in the way it is formulated in the two notes referred to from 'The will to power'.  In these notes there is a kind of 'scientific formulation' of the thesis of the eternal return, as against the more existentialist moments that can be found within both The Gay Science (341) and Thus Spake Zarathustra
.

The issue here, involved in the variation between the 'scientific' and 'existentialist' moments, is one of ontology.  As Brassier argues with regard to Deleuze, in a comment that seems equally applicable to Nietzsche, it is no longer a matter of the problem of access
 that motivates what he names as the 'philosophies of access' that stem from Kant and which wend their way through phenomenology to their denouement in Derridean deconstruction.  Here, in this problem of access, the conceptual problem originates in a Kantian move to make access to the world mediated through concepts.  Phenomenology then grounds itself on the immediacy of this mediation, the presence of meaning and a meaningful intentional relation with the world, culminating in Derrida's argument about the impossibility of such immediacy ever being actually present in its immediacy.  The philosophical problem of access always begins from this gap within which some sort of bridge is to be built, a bridge that is impossible for Kant and the made possible again by phenomenology only to be rendered eternally incompletable by Derrida. The bridge, however, is always a bridge that is understandable, that can be grasped by the mind.  To this extent it is always the mere representation of a bridge and this is what Nietzsche and then Deleuze disavow.  The ground for such a disavowal undoubtedly lies in the notion of an act.  The act of revaluation is not an act, however, taken by an actor but an act which constitutes them as an actor.  The creation of a value constitutes a world of values.  This act of value is the event in its purest form, the ground and form of the event in itself and as such it is rendered ontological – it literally makes something in the world, without being a voluntaristic concept of an act that can create anything. It is, to this extent, radically performative and constructivist but by being constitutive solely of the act itself.  It happens, always, behind our backs and as such is the result of forces that must be pre-subjective, pre-individual.

The difficulty, of course, seems to stem from the peculiarity of this act of valuation in terms of its location within the human.  For the act to have the full depth of an ontological meaning – in other words, for it to be radically about the world, rather than about merely about our world – it must be found outside the human, outside the 'existent' – it must, to this extent, be truly alien.  As alien, however, it falls outside the bounds of recognition and must do so in principle since it will be the grounds for a form of recognition that is constituted on its basis.  The radical ontological act is an act of the transcendentally alien.  It is for this reason, perhaps, that we might return to the opening question and fill out an answer as to why Deleuze finds the eternal return so compelling.  He claims, if you remember, that it is important as an active principle of forgetting and it is this forgetting that is the epistemological method – though not, it must be stressed, the condition – for the encounter with the alien.  Such forgetting can of course be produced in a form of subjective de-subjectivisation
, in a consciously initiated movement to think backwards and behind our backs, but if it is done in this way it carries with it the lingering trace of the subject in the form of a nascent scepticism that has to be volountaristically abjured
.  Active forgetting needs, instead, to arrive through a force and this because it needs to carry with it its' own force rather than be endowed with an image of force via an essentially representational act of the subject.  In other words, the active forgetting cannot be an act of the mind but must be an act of practice.  It is for this reason that it is not an idealism
.

The practical reality of such a practice, of course, prevents argument from finalising its position.  Does it thereby make argument futile?

�	The attempt to think difference, via the concept of multiplicity, is more directly approached in Deleuze's later works such as 'Capitalism and Schizophrenia', eventually culminating in his focus on the 'creation' of concepts found in 'What is philosophy?'. It is perhaps this fact that in DR the thought of difference in itself is to be arrived at via a struggle with the concept of identity and representation that underlies Deleuze's later judgement of DR as 'abstract' (cf the letter to Jean Clet Martin).


�	Though it should also be noted that the concept identity is bound up with the concept of 'the same' and analogy and the form of identity can take forms other than the obvious A=A, according to Deleuze - cf. DR 302.  It should also be noted, of course, that Deleuze is not denying the efficacy, usefulness or necessity of the law of identity, merely think its limits and beyond in trying to think of difference in itself.  He does, of course, refer to identity and representational thought as a 'prison' for difference and he does place difference at the centre of an ethico-ontological conception of 'life' and as such he implicitly demotes the law of identity as a central tool in thinking the world.


�	To this end Deleuze explicitly draws on the practices of “the modern work of art” – cf DR 68.  We can, of course, see prefigured in this the more explicit turn to the centrality of the creative act remarked upon in Note 1 above.  (CHECK what Daniel Smith says in his essay in the 'Critical Reader' on Deleuze, fn1 as he comments on the emphasis on 'aestehtics' in this passage in DR and its relation to transcendental empiricism.)


�	In 'What is Philosophy?' Deleuze and Guattari argue that art creates percepts, science creates functives or functions and philosophy creates concepts.


�	CHECK and REFERENCE


�	For example, it seems presupposed to a large extent by the very discussion – if not the actual views - of Paul Davies in his book 'The mind of god – the scientific basis for a rational world'.  It's as though the model of science still suffers from a pact with Laplace's demon, even if the actual practice and developed theories acknowledge the impossibility of the demons' promises. 


�	It is worth noting that Rudolph Clausius formulated the 2nd law in its form as 'The entropy of the universe tends to a maximum' in a lecture given in 1865 to the Philosophical Society of Zurich.  Maxwell's Demon was also postulated contemporaneously in 1871.  I would suggest Nietzsche was quite possibly aware of these developments (no evidence as yet – CHECK).  The implication, of course, is that in some respects the 2nd law might be viewed as an inherently immoral law, positing, as it does, the impossibility of a creative principle.


�	The bigger the system, the more it is self-contained, which is why the universe as a system is something that must, according to the 2nd law, tend towards entropy.  Rudolf Clausius' formulation of the 2nd law seems plainly unacceptable for Nietzsche if we take his comments in note 1064 of  'The will to power' seriously.


�	cf 'The spirit of revenge' and 'The moment' in Zarathustra.


�	In 'The pure and empty form of death: Deleuze and Heidegger' – a paper, presented verbally as a 'work in progress' and contained in the online journal 'Actual / Virtual' as a video recording -  April 2006 – available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eri.mmu.ac.uk/deleuze/journalapril06_2.php"��http://www.eri.mmu.ac.uk/deleuze/journalapril06_2.php� (accessed 13.Feb.2007)


�	The type of movement that might be classified as a 'subjective de-subjectivisation' is many and varied.  In philosophy I would consider the Kantian transcendental conditions and Bergsonian intuition as prime candidates.  It is not a 'thought' process though, it is essentially a movement – and as such I think the practice of Buddhist meditation is almost exemplary in this regard as the archetypal 'subjective de-subjectivisation' attempt.  It's negotiation as a practice with a specific intention is the motivating problematic behind Buddhism.  Crudely put, the practice 'does something' but that something as defined by the goal of 'escaping samsara' seems inherently paradoxical and unobtainable other than as an ideal case, yet the ideal case is grounded precisely in the absolute acceptance of at least once having come to pass (ie in the form of Guatama Buddha himself).  That it has happened once means it can happen again and thus there is an inevitable aspect of the tradition in which the acceptance of various claims as to its occurrence (the assigning of 'Buddhahood' to others than Guatama) is under dispute.  A similar story might be told within the Christian tradition regarding the deification of saints, grounded on the incarnation of Christ and within the Hindu tradition, witness the  amusing case of 'Bubba Free John' or 'Adi Da' (amongst many names)and the 'Adi Da' cult.  Bubba's claims to 'guruhood' revolve around a claim to having 'achieved' enlightenment, something that he has to assert precisely by breaking with his own guru called Muktananda.  Whilst the case of Adi Da is amusing in many ways, having dragged into its midst the well-known Ken Wilber who has variously acclaimed and adverted to Da's 'enlightenment', the practice of 'killing the guru' is commonly found within Hindu and Tantric traditions – REFERENCE.  These cases all find themselves caught within the paradoxes of the 'knowledge paradigm'.


�	I think that Quine's slogan that ''the human condition is the humean condition' identifies to this problematic, in terms of its philosophical manifestation, very succinctly.  On the other side of the water Camus' absurdist existentialism also seems to inherently draw from the same problematic source.


�	The claim that Deleuze descends, finally, into some sort of idealistic moment when he deploys the eternal retrun as the third synthesis of time is made by Brassier in the lecture cited above.





