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Preface: Transversality at Work

Rosi Braidotti

THESE ARE DIFFICULT times for materialist thinkers, as public opinion is 
caught in specular and equally fallacious dichotomies: on the one hand, the 
mythologised half-truths and renaturalised hierarchies of ethno-nationalists, 
conspiracy theorists and crypto-fascists. And on the other, the denaturalised 
habits of thought of social constructivists, with their binary oppositions between 
nature and culture, bodies and technology, matter and thought, zoe and bios, 
the environment and politics. A social pathology of sick holism confronts the 
old habit of prioritising the social. Both genuflect to triumphant human excep-
tionalism. There is hardly any room left for critical thinkers to breathe in; no 
common ground or shareable milieu for thinking in critical and clinical frames.

Reading Andrej Radman’s work is an antidote against these simplifications: 
he is a neo-materialist critical thinker committed to setting up a different 
agenda, in a rigorous yet collaborative tone, proposing an affirmative set of 
alternative ethical values. Radman proposes a process ontology, in the form 
of a general ecology that questions all those binary poles and connects them 
transversally. In an eco-sophical move, he moreover inserts technology into the 
equation. Emphasising an originary kind of technicity, which makes all humans 
always already mediated, Radman undoes biological determinism, while care-
fully avoiding any form of cognitive or moral relativism.

The ‘matter’ of matter-realism is delinked from the pernicious Cartesian grid 
that opposed it to mind, cognition and the generative potency of thought. In 
a switch to critical Spinozism, negotiated via the philosophy of Deleuze and 
Guattari, but also with contemporary genetics and neural sciences, Radman 
defines matter as vital, intelligent, self-organising, but also heterogeneous and 
post-naturalistic. At the core of it all, technologically mediated hetero-genesis 
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composes multiple materialist ecologies that do not depend on any organicist’s 
vision of nature. Belonging is about becoming alongside multiple relations and 
forces, of the environmental, social and affective or psychic kind.

The assumption is that all substance is one and that all living entities are mod-
ulations within a common matter. This means that we all pertain to the totality 
of all living things and that the matter we are composed of is vital, intelligent 
and self-generating. As the perceiving and thinking subjects that observe and 
account for the world, we are situated within it, not external or transcendent. 
Made of combinations of the same substances as all other matter, we humans 
interact and exchange within networks integral and immanent to the world. But 
this does not amount to a ‘flat ontology’ (pace the object ontologists) that fails 
to differentiate or recognise the specific qualities, propensities and degrees of 
potency of each bound entity, organism and species. Quite the contrary: matter 
is differentiated internally by processes of non-dialectical differing that result in 
speciation and mutual specification. To be immanent to matter means to be sit-
uated along differential, not identical locations: we are embodied and embedded 
differently and our embrained bodies and embodied brains are capable of very 
different things. Given the parallelism mind–body, minds cannot be differen-
tiated independently of the bodies of which they are ideas or representations. 
They are structured by ontological relationality, which is the power to affect and 
be affected by one another. This differential materialism also embraces the non- 
and the in-human entities as constitutive components of subjectivity defined as 
the heterogeneous assemblage of elements.

An undifferentiated vitalist system that would form flat equivalences across 
all species, all technologies and all organisms under one common Law, on the 
other hand, is a vulgar form of naturalised mechanicism. This undifferentiated 
and yet hierarchical system was the error of the organicist philosophies of Life 
developed in the first half of the twentieth century. They were complicitous with 
the necro-political project of historical European fascism. Deleuze and Guattari 
are committed to exposing the homicidal logic of this spurious glorification 
of naturalised hierarchies. In so doing, they accomplish the denazification of 
European philosophy, as Foucault famously stated. They extract the idea of vital 
matter from the racist, anti-Semitic murderous regimes of fascism and colo-
nialism. What Radman defends is a neo-materialist philosophy of immanence 
that lifts the categorical divides between concepts that have structured the phil-
osophies of modernity and their bellicose use of the architecture of scientific 
rationality for the purpose of conquest and domination.

This grounded or embedded differential materialism posits a pacifist rela-
tional ontology as its core. Ethically, it rests on radical perspectivism, honouring 
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a multiplicity of locations and windows of perception for each organism. All 
living matter is animated by a constitutive desire to go on becoming, flowing 
and reaching across. All living organisms can be defined by the ontological 
desire to persevere in their existence. This desire is a transversal force that 
expresses the constitutive freedom of all entities and their relational ability to 
connect with innumerable human and non-human others. Relationality is onto-
logical and extends transversally through the multiple ecologies that constitute 
contemporary subjects. These entail different modes and relations of power, 
that encompass ecologies of architecture, institutional instances, subjective and 
affective and psychic landscapes, as well as transversal mediated assemblages. 
This heterogeneous view of vital materialist subjectivity includes relations to a 
multitude of human and non-human others (both organic and technological).

Thinking consequently becomes a ‘thisworldly’ activity – grounded in 
the project of composing a life, in the radical immanence of its specificity – 
 haecceity, or degree of intensity. What is ethically desirable is the composition 
of a middle ground, composed by alliances and collaborative connections of 
both human and non-human agents. These are heterogeneous multiplicities, 
interacting through networks of natural, social, political and affective relations. 
Ethics starts with the recognition of these transversal subject assemblages – ‘we, 
posthuman subjects’ – that actualise the unrealised or virtual potential of what 
‘we’ are capable of becoming. The critical project is about becoming other-than 
the Homo Universalis of humanism or other-than the Anthropos of anthro-
pocentrism. It is about a multiplicity of nomadic differences activated for the 
construction of alternative ways of becoming (post)human.

Transcendentalist claims to exceptionalism are therefore cut down to size, 
through an emphasis on immanence and the recognition of our mutual inter-
dependence. We – who are not One and the same – are definitely in this world 
together – in the combination of breathtaking technological developments, but 
also the injustices, the epidemics and other environmental devastations, strug-
gling alongside each other. In such a context, rejecting human exceptionalism 
is a way of embracing the immanence of a Life that we do not own, a Life that 
is not restricted to hegemonic ‘Man’, but includes his multiple, disposable and 
despised others. It calls for differential, materially embedded accounts of the 
respective prices ‘we’ are prepared to pay for being and staying alive here and 
now. Radman proposes a generous philosophy on other-than and more-than-
human love for life as a generative process of interdependence. Thinking as a 
relational gesture emerges from the thick materiality of interacting with these 
multiple forces – it is an immanent and outward-bound activity, not transcen-
dental and anthropocentric.
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The term ‘transversality’ appears systematically throughout the journey 
Andrej Radman maps out for us. Transversal thinking is the expression of post-
human subjects that are heterogeneous assemblages of human and non-human 
entities, within a neo-materialist vital ontology. The relational capacity to affect 
and be affected by others is not confined within our species, but includes all 
non-anthropomorphic elements, starting from the air we breathe. Transversality 
challenges linearity in that it has to steer a course across the zigzagging trans-
positions of a zoe-geo-techno-mediated world. Notably amidst the convulsions 
of cognitive capitalism, the deterritorialisations of the posthuman convergence 
and the eternal return of familiar patterns of social injustice and exclusion.

There is a qualitative aspect to the transversal transferral of information 
across the categories that Radman proposes, as well as a higher degree of res-
onance between them. They connect the better and faster to move across and 
out of their points of origin. This is an affirmative deterritorialisation that does 
not aim at pitching the knowledge claims on to immediate disciplinary, political 
or financial targets. It is curiosity-driven, gratuitous and experimental. This is 
minor science at work, in the most affirmative sense of the term, proposing 
daring and illuminating combinations. The point of this transversality is not 
only to honour the multiple sources of knowledge production in our posthuman 
times, but also to desegregate the domains by blurring disciplinary and even 
interdisciplinary boundaries. Radman’s encyclopaedic knowledge is crucial to 
this aspect of the project, which increases synergy between the three cultures 
of the Humanities, Social Sciences and Natural Life Sciences. The qualitative 
leaps of transversal ways of thinking and knowing come with a high ethical 
requirement: a transformation of how we think about the world, but also of how 
we inhabit it. Such a radical change, based on the immanent material structure 
of the subject, requires the acknowledgement of ontological relationality: that is 
to say, of our interconnection to both social and environmental entities, to mul-
tiple belonging and shared processes of transformation. At some basic genetic 
level ‘we’ living entities are in this together.

Transversally connected subjects are allied but differentiated. Agreeing to 
common belonging to a planetary home but abandoning the notion of a uni-
tary humanity as One and the same. Accepting the materially embedded social 
grounding of their differences, they can act in common to potentiate their 
shared vision and enact collective transformations. Striving together for alter-
native ways of designing multiple heterogeneous ecologies of belonging. Thus, 
affirming the basic point that, all other differences notwithstanding, ‘we’ are in 
this together, though we are not-One-and-the-same.





 Introduction:  
Under the Pixels, the Beach!

Ecology is about [the weaving of co-evolutions]
without a transcendent common interest,
without an arbiter distributing the roles,
without a mutual understanding.
(Isabelle Stengers, 2018)1

Discrete perception,
like discrete ideas,
are as mythical as the Jack of Spades.
(James Jerome Gibson, 1986)2

Four Emergent Domains

Why Ecologies of Architecture, instead of just Architecture? Why territoriali-
sation? To be worthy of the event. As Gilles Deleuze put it, the opposite of the 
concrete is not the abstract. It is the discrete, and so is the digital by definition.3 
To reduce architecture to its ontic (manifest and calculable) effect is to deprive 
it of its real-yet-incorporeal pathic affect. They are two unequal and irreduci-
ble co-constitutive ‘halves’: the actual properties and the virtual capacities. To 
paraphrase Gregory Bateson, remaining committed to ‘architecture proper’ is 
analogous to studying the anatomy of half a chicken – it makes no sense. To 
speak of ecology – beyond greenwashing – is to uphold irreducibility, embrace 
non-entailment and thus make sense. Sense is never found; it does not come 
ready-made. Sense-making is a matter of ‘technicity’ in Simondonian terms.4 It 
is a force of psychosocial invention and cultural transformation which does not 
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exclude relations with non-humans and the greater cosmos. While dimension-
ality is about what happens, of the order of percept, directionality is about what 
is going on in what happens, of the order of affect.

Following Félix Guattari, the two halves will not do. They could be mistaken 
for dialectics. Pace his prodigious Three Ecologies, even a triad would be an 
all-too-facile upgrade. Instead, in the most detailed account of his theory – 
Schizoanalytic Cartographies – Guattari proposes a fourfold built around two 
axes: the horizontal axis of reference and the vertical axis of consistency.5 Any 
architectural collective enunciation worthy of its ecological attribute can be said 
to consist of quadruple ontological domains: Territory (T) and Universes of 
Value (U) as non-discursive, and energetic and semiotic Flows (F) and Machinic 
Phylum (P) as discursive. These are four dimensions of the assemblages that 
are always articulated together. Although there is no order of priority, let us 
start from the endo-consistent/endo-referential existential Territory. This is the 
substance-of-content, as opposed to the form-of-content as the deterritorialised 
exo-consistent/endo-referential Universes of value. Their difference is modal. 
By contrast, the difference between territorialisation and coding is real. The 
exo-consistent/exo-referential Phylum as a form-of-expression is but a decoded 
endo-consistent/exo-referential Flow as a substance-of-expression. The infor-
matics of the possible U-P is inconceivable without the energetics of the real 
T-F. Likewise, the virtual T-U is sterile without the actual F-P (Tables I.1, I.2).

Most of our recent techno-scientific history, architecture included, is marked 
by its preference for the material and efficient causality. Ecologies of Architecture 
in general and territorialisation in particular follow the Stoic lead in rectifying 
this bias against the supposedly crypto-vitalist formal and final causalities. Every 
actual state of affairs produces an incorporeal effect that, in turn, becomes a 
quasi-cause.6 In other words, the arrows of causality do not flow in one direction 
only, as vulgar mechanicism would have it. There is a ‘downward causation’ – 

Table I.1 The four ontological domains.

Source: author.
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neo-finalism7 – which determines the degrees of freedom at the level of actual-
ity. This high level of abstraction calls for an illustration. Brian Massumi offers a 
persuasive case, that of love.8 Love is arguably both an effect and a quasi-cause 
par excellence. It is irreducible to the lovers and holds them in its power. It is the 
whole not of the parts, but alongside them.

The Guattarian meta-modelling rests on the primacy of action, or action 
on action, to be more precise.9 That activity is not subject to deterministic 
causality is good news for designers whose focus lies on what could have been 
otherwise.10 What eventually does happen becomes the ‘rule’, as in the copula 
of ‘concrete rules and abstract machines’.11 In other words, values do not exist 
outside the constitutive problematic fields that give them sense. That action is 
never exerted on the object is possibly the greatest ethological lesson for archi-
tecture students who are encouraged to stay with the problem instead, as Donna 
Haraway would put it.12 One never designs an artefact (a piece of architecture), 
but constructs the phase space (Umwelt) so as to engender a new territory. In 
other words, the problem always has the solution it deserves. While engineering 
is solution-oriented, architecture plays with the virtual without actualising it (as 
yet) to tease out a creative potential. As a matter of fact, architecture remains 
‘unrealised’ by default, because we never know what it can do. Territorialisation 
cannot occur without the quasi-causality of the finalist Universes of reference, 
the material Flows and the formalist Phyla.

We cannot afford to dismiss that which remains opaque to our representa-
tional regimes. As Deleuze and Guattari insisted, the fundamental (cosmo)
political question is still precisely the one that Spinoza saw so clearly (and 
that Wilhelm Reich rediscovered): why do people fight for their servitude (as 
stubbornly) as though it were their salvation?13 It is for this reason that the 
book stages an architectural encounter between affordance theory, affect theory 
and process-oriented philosophy. These kindred ontotopological approaches 

Table I.2 The four quasi-causalities.

Source: author.
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dispense with any foundational appeal to the subject understood in Cartesian 
terms as the sovereign author of its actions or in phenomenological terms as a 
‘transcendental field’. Under radical empiricism, as defined by William James, 
relations are immediately real and really experienced.14 Moreover, every expe-
rience exceeds its empirical conditions.15 The question is not who it is that 
connects and universalises, but how one becomes through separation (trans-
duction) and individuation – ‘belonging in becoming’.16 Consequently, what 
constitutes (architectural) thinking is not the application of acquired concepts, 
but the process of destratification. Counter-effectuation applies both to epis-
trata (T>U) and parastrata (F>P).17 Crucially, it applies to the city and the 
countryside, ‘a glaringly inadequate term for all the territory that is not urban’.18 
Vice-diction takes us from what was formerly known as the base of fact (what 
is) to the ‘superstructure’ of value (what ought to be), from causes to ‘becauses’. 
This is where resingularisation of desire and values may occur: that is, where 
a different action may be motivated. In a nutshell, to think is to destratify (far 
from equilibrium: that is, far from stratifications).19 Such an approach consti-
tutes a necessary antidote to the supposed axiological neutrality of what Bruno 
Latour calls ‘factishism’, including the most recent ‘dataism’ defined as the pure 
presence of data, amnesic of the singularities and prone to self-fulfilling proph-
ecies  including ‘homophily’ (love of the same).20 The wet dream of dataists is 
to resuscitate Laplace’s demon: that is, to determine the present state of the 
universe as the effect of its past and the cause of its future. By contrast, Ecologies 
of Architecture aims to avoid the algorithmisation of desire that can short- 
circuit the future.21 ‘An effect of existential consummation and superabundance 
of being’ will be the only and inevitable criterion of truth once architects find 
themselves carried away by a process of eventisation.22

The architect would thus have to be capable of detecting and exploiting pro-
cessually the catalytic points of singularities that can be incarnated in the sen-
sible dimensions of the architectural apparatus as well as in the most complex 
of formal compositions and institutional problematics.23

Destratification is always followed by restratification. Consequently, every ter-
ritorialisation is in fact (and in value!) reterritorialisation. This means that the 
basic grain of reality cannot be found in the finite or the indefinite (infinite 
regress). Ecologies of Architecture is about the ‘unlimited finity’ that can only exist 
collectively, not distributively. Matter and energy are finite, yet the ‘lure of the 
virtual’ is unlimited, because boundary conditions continue to mutate and pro-
duce different enabling constraints and modes of existence.24 A Whiteheadian 
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‘fallacy of misplaced concreteness’ arises from under- and overdetermination.25 
How far up do you go along the mereological ladder opting for the concept 
that is all-too-inclusive and disregarding the singularity of the ‘parts’ (F and 
T)? Conversely, how far down do you go along the path of individuation merely 
describing the given without the enquiry into how the given is given, or if it 
could have become otherwise (P and U)? What is needed is the right granularity, 
not an unmarked universality or idiosyncrasies of singular situations.26 A way 
out of the deadlock is to consider a different form of universality, one that is no 
longer grounded on commonality (representation).

Take the positive example of Rem Koolhaas’s Delirious New York, with the apt 
subtitle A Retroactive Manifesto (Table I.3). Manifestos should not be written if 
not ex post facto.27 Beneath the manifesto, the beach! The purely contingent 
invention of the elevator – the vertical Flow (F) – fuelled a rare new architectural 
dispositif (formerly known as typology) of the skyscraper. This Machinic Phylum 
(P) made way for the unprecedented ‘culture of congestion’. The new Universe 
of Value and Reference (U) engendered the Territory of a Metropolitan Subject 
(T). There was never an explicit plan for this unprecedented form of life to take 
shape. It is but a resolution of (or concrescence in) the highly saturated field, 
also known as the plane of immanence. The sub-ject does not pre-exist. Rather, 
it is secondary in relation to the point of view and should have been super-ject 
all along. This is the heart of (Leibnizian) radical perspectivism.

In the above example of technicity, the skyscraper is the form-of-expression 
and the culture of congestion is the form-of-content. The former is the actually 
possible, the latter is virtually possible. Otis’s invention is the substance-of- 
expression and the naked boxer ‘eating oysters with boxing gloves . . . on the nth 
floor’28 is the substance-of-content. The elevator is actually real, and the ‘bache-
lor machine’ is virtually real. The four delirious domains are fully contingent. Yet 
once they lock in through heteropoietic reconfiguration of boundary conditions, 

Table I.3 The four architectural technicities.

Source: author.
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they become metastable. Multiplicity is plastic where the condition does not 
outweigh the conditioned. Producing path-dependencies does not render the 
Chreod logically necessary.29 This neologism – coined by the developmental 
biologist Waddington – denotes the contingently obligatory path of any becom-
ing. All actual causes (T and F) produce virtual effects (U and P) that in turn 
constrain the degrees of freedom at the level of actuality (T and F). To realise 
that all forms of life are effectuated transversally is a bitter pill to swallow for 
the ‘bounded individual’ – a pet figure of liberal humanism. That there are no 
libertarians in a pandemic, or otherwise, is a lesson learned.30

In the spring of 2010, a dust cloud from a minor volcanic eruption in Iceland, 
a small disturbance in the complex mechanism of the life on the Earth, put to 
a standstill the aerial traffic over most of Europe [energetic F]. It was a sharp 
reminder of how, despite all its tremendous activity of transforming nature, 
humankind remains merely another of many living species on planet Earth 
[existential T]. The very catastrophic socioeconomic impact of such a minor 
outburst is due to the fragility of our technological development, in this case 
air travel [machinic P]. A century ago, such an eruption would have passed 
unnoticed. Technological development makes us more independent from 
nature and at the same time, at a different level, more dependent on nature’s 
whims [referential U]. And the same holds for the spread of coronavirus: if it 
had happened before Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, we probably wouldn’t even 
have heard about it.31

The metastable dynamics cannot be captured once and for all. Put simply, 
the (posthumanist) subject continues to be modulated by emergent enabling 
constraints. This calls for schizoanalytic cartography to tie the multiplic-
ity (or Ruyerian ‘absolute form’) to the variables which determine its own 
mutation. No more, no less. The entanglement of Territory, Flux, Phyla and 
Values/References is fully relational, anexact yet rigorous. The 2020 pan-
demic has already transformed the fourfold diagram. It is, as yet, impossible 
to qualify it as a mere state of exception, or the new normal. However, we 
can tentatively suggest the following updated version of ontological domains: 
actually real Covid-19 flow (F); actually possible Camp/Bunker System (P); 
virtually possible Quarantine Ritornello (U); virtually real Epidemiological 
and Immunological Commons (T). Yet, keeping the (perceived) danger 
either contained (camp), or conversely at bay (bunker), only seemingly rein-
vigorates the Westphalian model. As Yuk Hui cautions, the pandemic ren-
ders explicit the immanence of an infodemic where a nation state extends 
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technologically and economically beyond its physical borders to establish 
new ones (mereotopology).32

At long last, ecology must be unyoked from nature.33 It is shorthand for 
irreducibility and non-entailment: process and product, form and structure, 
operation and structure, content and expression, form and substance, value 
and fact, abstract and concrete, virtual and actual, smooth and striated, relays 
and domains, beach and pixels. To freely take sides, as so many architects do, 
would be to commit an error of category. The virtual is not transcendent. It is a 
product of immanence. Sense is not given. It has to be made. This is the gist of 
‘agential realism’.34 Data (including big data) is not information. Information is 
a difference that makes a difference. By the same token, Territory is emergent 
yet constructed.35 The built environment accumulates and transmits successive 
epigenetic experiences from one generation to another.36 Thanks to a degree 
of mnemonic detachability (from the genetic register), habits are enforced, 
modulated and transmitted through habitats and vice versa. We design our 
territories and they design us in turn. In the words of Benjamin Bratton from 
his Terraforming manifesto: ‘It’s not just that we use technologies to survive, 
but that we evolved in symbiotic relationship with the technical cascades that 
shaped us, and we are nothing without them.’37 To illustrate the problem of 
irreversibility, Guattari offers what is by today’s standards a cruel experiment 
involving an octopus conducted live on French television.38 There were two 
glass tanks, one with clean seawater and the other with polluted seawater and 
a healthy thriving octopus. As the octopus was moved from polluted to clean 
water it curled up, sank to the bottom and died. We can agree with Guattari 
that now, more than ever, nature cannot be separated from culture. This is the 
ecological principle of trophic cascade that compels us to think ‘transversally’: 
that is, we have to think of affordance, affect and politics as co-constitutive.

Eleven Essays on Territorialisation

The book is composed of eleven essays published in the course of the second 
decade of the third millennium. Their focus may vary, but the ecological affec-
tive tonality is palpable throughout.

Chapter 1 ‘Figure, Discourse: To the Abstract Concretely’ makes a case for 
the concept of multiplicity that premises a radically new relationship between 
one and many with no primacy of either. What we have is one world with 
two modes of reality: the actual and the virtual, in constant chiasmic eventful 
interaction.

Chapter 2 ‘Architecture’s Awaking from Correlationist Slumber: On 
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Transdisciplinarity and Disciplinary Specificity’ opposes the scientific point of view 
that regards architecture as not rigorous enough. It is a bias that has tangible con-
sequences for research and education (assessment) alike. However, this perceived 
weakness may turn out to be architecture’s main strength, a result of the symbi-
osis between its beaux-arts and polytechnic traditions (aberrant nuptials). Yes, it 
is possible to be both anexact and rigorous. What distinguishes architecture from 
other disciplines and makes it the material-discursive technicity par excellence is 
the interplay between the abstract means and concrete ends. Architecture requires 
both intellectual and practical tools to work effectively in a paradoxical environment 
that is immersed in the incorporeal world of images and abstract notations, yet 
intimately connected to the corporeality of material and forces.

Chapter 3 ‘Northern Line’ draws on Deleuze and Guattari’s reading of the 
concept of the ‘Northern Line’ as a theoretical disposition towards the differ-
ential difference in contrast to the dialectical difference. The latter operates in 
terms of opposition, negation and, ipso facto, resistance correlative to a molar 
notion of power (pouvoir) and not, as the former, at the (molecular) level of 
‘desiring assemblages’. The chapter shows that the ‘Northern Line’ provides 
an aesthetic reading – neither distributed nor organised around the mind, nor 
oriented towards cognition – that is capable of escaping architecture’s long- 
standing dependence on representationalism.

Chapter 4 ‘Sensibility is Ground Zero: On Inclusive Disjunction and Politics 
of Defatalisation’ endeavours to rebut a long-standing philosophical and psy-
choanalytic tradition of inscribing the subject as primarily grounded in thought 
or language. As such, the fetishist self-identical subject is deluded into being the 
epicentre of various experiences and understandings, separate from the constel-
lation of intensities that it undergoes.

Chapter 5 ‘Architecture of Immanence’ lays out the expectations from the 
machinic or eco-logical architecture, not as a reactive and thus reactionary, 
but a positive determination beyond ex-futurism and neo-archaism. It might 
just hold the secret of how to go beyond the totality derived from the parts 
and the totality from which the parts emanate, to produce an architecture of 
immanence.

Chapter 6 ‘The Impredicative City: or What Can a Boston Square Do?’ draws 
upon schizoanalytic cartography to concentrate on the perception which occurs 
not on the level at which actions are decided but on the level at which the very 
capacity for action forms. If representation is a means to an end (tracing), car-
tography is a means to a means (intervention). The goal-oriented human action 
cannot be used as the design criterion, because the freedom of action is never a 
de facto established condition; it is always virtuality.
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Chapter 7 ‘Space Always Comes After: It Is Good When It Comes After; It Is 
Good Only When It Comes After’ argues that the royal road to the understand-
ing of space is through the non-intentional, non-reflexive and non-conscious. It 
is through population thinking that we will undergo a biopolitical apprentice-
ship in spatialisation.

Chapter 8 ‘Zigzagging: Bound by the Absence of a Tie’ unpacks Deleuze and 
Guattari’s ‘machinic’ conception of consistency which is determined neither by 
the naïve ‘organic’ autonomy of the vitalist whole, nor by the crude reductionist 
expression of the whole in the sum of its mechanical parts. Machinism entails 
the dark precursor’s zigzagging between the immanent limits of empathy and 
abstraction, nature and culture, the extensive and the intensive, signification 
and significance, as well as the political and the libidinal.

Chapter 9 ‘3D Perception ≠ 2D Image + 1D Inference: or Why a Single 
Precise Shot Would Often Miss the Target, Whereas a Series of Imprecise Shots 
Will Eventually Lead to a Hit’ draws on what Deleuze diagnosed as the historical 
crisis of psychology caused by the ‘ontological iron curtain’ between the mind 
and the body, which keeps the images in consciousness separated from the 
movements in space. Such a dualist position is not attainable, for there has never 
been such a thing as a bounded body coupled to the world. The ‘movement- 
image’ as a pure event is antecedent to the formation of the border between the 
inside and the outside. To escape the pernicious ‘reversed ontology’ whereby 
the cart of representation is placed before the horse of morphogenesis, we need 
to draw on the ‘reversal (of the reversal)’. The realist account of metastable 
structures as being produced out of material flows requires that we put the event 
before and beyond meaning and organism altogether. Images cannot be reduced 
to their all-too-human semiotic function in a cultural system.

Chapter 10 ‘Double Bind: On Material Ethics’ champions the neologism 
ethico-aesthetic in order to underline the inseparability of action and percep-
tion. The chapter argues that it is practice and experimentation that actively 
shape the subject. Until recently the sentient was considered as a mere supple-
ment to the sapient. The ranking order in major philosophical systems clearly 
reveals a historical bias towards the cognitive over the affective. But it is in the 
manner of such lowly supplements to end up supplanting what they are meant 
to subserve.

Chapter 11 ‘Involutionary Architecture: Unyoking Coherence from 
Congruence’ is devoted to the involutionary relation of the forces from within 
with the forces from without. It starts from the premise that the interior as a 
given needs to be set aside until the issue of how the given is given has been 
addressed. Only then will it be possible to make sense of the superfold’s (eternal) 
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giving. When the explanatory ladder is turned upside down, what has figured as 
an explanation – namely interiority as a datum – becomes that which begs the 
question.

Six Constructive Relays

In a desperate attempt to catch up with forms of contemporary media cul-
ture, architects tend to perpetuate earlier notions of culture as representation 
rather than culture as modes of existence. Architecture has yet to break with 
the conception of culture as reflection still firmly embedded in its parochial 
concepts. When a society manipulates its matter it is not a reflection of culture, 
it is culture. To speak of Ecologies of Architecture is to break with judgement 
in favour of experience. Experimentation comes before interpretation.39 One 
cannot understand a system unless one acts on it. If to think differently we have 
to feel differently then the design of built environment has no other purpose but 
to transform us. It qualifies as a major psychotropic practice. The introduction 
concludes with a list of key ecological concepts:40

1 Pedagogy of the Senses

Posthuman or non-anthropocentric architecture ought to focus on the encoun-
ter between thought and that which forces it into action.41 While accepting 
multiple nested scales of reality, Ecologies of Architecture challenges the alleged 
primacy of the ‘physical’ world. What we engage with is the world considered 
as an environment and not an aggregate of objects. The emphasis is on the 
encounter, where experience is seen as an emergence which returns the body to 
a process field of exteriority.42 Sensibility introduces an aleatory moment into 
thought’s development, thus turning contingency into the very condition for 
thinking. It is the encounter that compels the thought, and not vice versa.

2 Radical Perspectivism

The eco-logical perspectivist assault on the ego-logical representational think-
ing inevitably impinges upon the identity of the subject. Where Kant founded 
the representational unity of space and time upon the formal unity of conscious-
ness, the difference fractures consciousness into multiple states not predicable 
of a single subject. In other words, the difference breaks with the differentiation 
of an undifferentiated world in favour of the homogenisation of a milieu or 
Umwelt.43 Perspectivism is not to be confused with relativism. To paraphrase 
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the anthropologist Viveiros de Castro, different life forms do not see the same 
world in different ways (cultural relativism), but rather see different worlds – 
coping possibilities – in the same way.44 Relativity of truth does not equal truth 
of the relative.

3 Anti-Hylomorphism

Ecologies of Architecture relies on schizoanalytic cartography to overturn the 
theatre of representation into the order of desiring-production. The ultimate 
ambition is to debunk hylomorphism – where form is imposed upon inert 
matter from without and where the architect is seen as a god-given inspired 
creator and genius – and to promote the alternative immanent morphogenetic 
approach that is at once more humble and more audacious. There lies a (r)evo-
lutionary potential in creating the ‘new’, defined as the circulation of decoded 
and deterritorialized flows. These flows resist the facile co-option by overcoding 
as an illegitimate overstretching of conceptual resources that make the word 
‘visionary’ so banal.45

4 Asignifying Semiotics

To speak of univocity of expression is to break with equivocity of the hegemonic 
linguistic sign.46 Action and perception are inseparable, as are forms of life 
and their environments. If objects of knowledge are separated from objects of 
existence, we end up with a duality of mental and physical objects – bifurcation 
of nature – that leads to an ontologically indirect perception. By contrast, the 
premise of Ecologies of Architecture is that perceptual systems resonate with 
information, where information is defined as a difference that makes a differ-
ence. This ‘direct realism’ is grounded on the premise that, from the outset, real 
experience is a relation of potential structure rather than a formless chaotic 
swirl on to which structure must be imposed by cognitive process (sapience). 
The world is seen as an ongoing open process of mattering, where meaning and 
form are acquired in the actualisation of different agential virtualities.

5 Epigenetic Turn

Architecture ought to reclaim its vanguard position within the epigenetic turn 
which embraces technicity as constitutive of (post)humanity, and not just the 
other way around.47 Experience is not an event in the mind. Rather, the mind 
emerges from interaction with the environment. The predominant homeostatic 
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notion of structure in architectural thinking has to give way to the event-cen-
tred ontology of relations. The metastability of existence (formerly known as 
sustainability) is to be mapped in the very act of becoming. If representation 
is a means to an end (classification), schizoanalytic cartography is a means to a 
means (abduction).48

6 Niche Constructionism

The virtual as a proto-epistemological level of potentialisation (priming) is 
already ontological.49 It concerns change in the degree to which a subject is 
enabled vis-à-vis its (built) environment. Their reciprocal determination com-
mits contemporary architecture to ecology in general and ethico-aesthetics in 
particular. Only recently have biologists conceded the effect that niche con-
struction has on the inheritance system.50 They confirmed that a subject does 
not only passively submit to the pressures of a pre-existing environment, but 
also actively constructs its existential niche. The implications for the discipline 
of architecture, considering its quasi-causal role in the weaving of co-evolutions, 
remain significant and binding.
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1 Figure, Discourse:  
To the Abstract Concretely

If you want the correct explanation
Why embryos grow into men
The Alsatian begets an Alsatian
A hen’s egg gives rise to a hen
Why insects result from pupation
Why poppies grow out of a seed
Then just murmur ‘canalization’
For that is the word that you need.

Chorus
Then three cheers for canalization
Oh, come on now, hip hip hooray
A stiff dose of canalization
Will drive all your troubles away.1

THE GREATEST DISCOVERY of contemporary psychology was to include the 
environment in the study of the psyche. Only recently have biologists considered 
the effect of the ‘niche construction’ on the inheritance system.2 It is high time 
for the discipline of architecture to do the same, albeit from the opposite angle. 
James Jerome Gibson’s contribution is indispensable in his tying of perception 
to potential action (degree zero of perception). His focus on the before (things 
are named) ranks him among the pioneers of the noosphere. Brian Massumi has 
cautioned against the military and right-wing monopoly over the ‘soft power’ of 
Noo-politik where perception is targeted not on the level at which actions are 
decided but on the level at which the very capacity for action is forming:
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This is a point before ‘knowability’ and ‘actability’ are differentiated from one 
another. At that point modulation of perception is directly and immediately 
a change in the parameters of what a body can do . . . This antecedent level of 
capacitation of potentialisation is proto-epistemological and already ontologi-
cal in that it concerns changes in the body’s degree and mode of enablement in 
and towards its total situation or life environment. Any application of force at 
this level is an onto-power, a power through which being becomes.3

The first step is to acknowledge that – with or without us – matter does matter. 
This is what Charles Sanders Peirce refers to as ‘firstness’. Then there are rela-
tions or ‘secondness’. Crudely put, the dyad marks the difference between the 
(intrinsic) properties and (extrinsic) capacities. Finally, there is also the ‘centre 
of indetermination’ or ‘thirdness’ where an interval between perception and 
action is inserted. This is the brain. It is crucial to remember that secondness 
presupposes firstness and that thirdness incorporates both firstness and sec-
ondness.4 This is to say that the first-order isomorphism and linearity inherent 
to the representational thought is dismissed as utterly reductionist: it is neither 
about the appearance of the essence, nor is it about the apparition of the sense 
(conditions of possibility) but about the reciprocal determination of the virtual 
and the actual.5

In What is Philosophy? Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari distinguish between 
three (brain) becomings: philosophy, science and art. What seems to be the 
essential difference between them is the direction they take with regard to 
becoming.6 Science and philosophy take opposite directions. Science follows the 
downward stream of actualisation (dynamic genesis, differenciation), whereas 
philosophy chooses to go upstream as in counter-actualisation (static gene-
sis, differentiation). Art does something completely different. It preserves the 
infinite in the finite. Architecture as a discipline needs to transect all three 
planes. Only then can we rightfully claim that the culture of hylomorphism 
has given way to the life-affirming creative morphogenesis.7 If form is not to be 
imposed from the outside (by decree or architectural plan) but rather teased out 
of the potentiality of the plane (of immanence), a more humble and yet empow-
ering disposition is required. This chapter will attempt to offer a discourse on 
this utterly non-discursive practice.

Architecture

In April 2009, the Harvard Graduate School of Design organised a confer-
ence on ecological urbanism where Rem Koolhaas delivered a keynote lecture. 
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Through a historical overview stretching from Vitruvius to the Renaissance 
and Enlightenment to the present day, Koolhaas identified two opposed design 
outlooks vis-à-vis nature – those of dominance and submission. At the midpoint 
of the lecture a graph depicting a downturn in the stock market ‘broke the 
symmetry’:

What about architecture? What the crisis will mean for us is an end to this 
regime. For those who did not realise this is a collection of masterpieces by 
senior architects in the last ten years. A skyline of icons showing mercilessly 
that an icon can individually be plausible but collectively they form an utterly 
counterproductive and self-cancelling landscape. So, that is out! [The audience 
laughs.]8

The message could not be clearer. No more false dialectics between ‘natural’ 
Wright and ‘cultural’ Mies! It won’t do. Slide One – Falling Water. Slide Two – 
Farnsworth. Slide Three – an anonymous vernacular (sic) house seen through 
thermal vision goggles. How are we to interpret the third image? Is this yet 
another attempt to shift our attention from cultural form towards urban sub-
stance? In an interview with Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, Koolhaas 
notes how in their Learning from Las Vegas (1977) a shift from substance to sign 
arose precisely when he himself was trying to decipher the impact of substance 
on culture in what was to become Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto 
for Manhattan (1978).9 But now the wager seems to be raised, in that the clas-
sical logic of taxonomy is displaced from the visible into the invisible domain. 
This effectively ends the linear (retroactive) causality between the content and 
form; in other words, drawing homologies between the (discrete) engendered 
and the (continuous) engendering is but a resuscitation of the representational 
approach. Its tautological nature simply precludes any account of emergence.10

The non-representational alternative requires a great leap of imagination. It 
requires no less than an entirely new logic which is to complement the old logic 
of discreteness. Thinking the continuum calls for a ‘logic of sense’ where ‘sense’ 
in Deleuze could be said to stand for significance (conditions of real, not merely 
possible experience). A whole new vocabulary needs to be invented, as well as 
a new set of conceptual tools. Geometry becomes indispensable. Apart from 
being a branch of mathematics, geometry has always been a mode of rationality. 
Bernard Cache argues that it should at last be taken as a cultural reference.11 
This is no trivial matter, as we rely upon a ‘different rationality’ where the law 
of the excluded middle is vehemently rejected (where Schrödinger’s cat is both 
dead and alive).12 The geometry which fits the purpose has been with us for over 
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a hundred and fifty years and is called topology. Its current appeal for architects 
merely at the formal level is more than obvious and rather sad, as it rarely goes 
beyond mimesis.13

The new conceptual tools are legacies of esteemed rheologists – a term we 
may now retrospectively apply – such as Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (differential 
calculus), Carl Friedrich Gauss and his disciple Bernhard Riemann (manifold), 
Henri Poincaré (phase space) and Felix Klein (Erlangen Programme), to name 
but a few.14 To adopt a topological approach to architecture and urbanism is to 
think in terms of capacities (to affect and be affected), rather than mere (intrin-
sic) properties. As Gregory Bateson maintained, capacity is always relational 
(secondness): ‘It makes no sense whatsoever to try to understand the anatomy 
of half a chicken.’15 By publicly denouncing the dialectic between nature and 
nurture (submission and dominance), Koolhaas tacitly repudiated the ‘paranoid 
critical method’ as exemplified by his famous Daliesque diagram. The amor-
phous blob (limp conjectures) supported by the Cartesian crutch (of rationality) 
from Delirious New York still relied on the ‘retroactive reasoning’ from the 
domain of the visible. It approached the obscure from the clear.

Koolhaas’s anti-dialectical stance resonates strongly with the thesis Deleuze 
outlines in his book on Francis Bacon. Deleuze distances himself from both 
(natural) abstract expressionism and (cultural) abstraction à la Kandinsky.16 
After all, Jackson Pollock is notorious for his statement that he does not paint 
from nature but that he is nature.17 Following the ‘logic of sensation’, Deleuze 
opts for a ‘third way’ through the concept of the ‘Figural’ (as opposed to figura-
tive) of Francis Bacon who is ‘working with sensations as material’.18 The archi-
tect too might be said to be in the business of the ‘distribution of the sensible’.19 
Certainly, these considerations call for a radical rethinking of media specificity 
at both the material and immaterial intersections of aesthetics and politics. It 
is precisely this attitude of cutting across previously held dichotomies (nature/
culture, matter/thought, aesthetics/politics) that provides Bacon with the ‘gog-
gles’ to access the virtual. It is arguably for the same reason that Koolhaas 
conspicuously aligns his current work with that of a true architectural  maverick 
– Buckminster Fuller. Naturally, this is not the first time that the founding 
partner of the Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) is rethinking his 
strategies. Another of his widely published and very influential diagrams was 
revamped, at least verbally, on the occasion of the 2007 Intelligent Coast con-
ference in Barcelona. Asked to comment on the Dubai urban strategy he replied 
that it was about an ‘ongoing developers’ orgasm’ of total saturation. He seems 
to have taken seriously Jeffrey Kipnis’s criticism of the OMA Masterplan for the 
Urban Design Forum in Yokohama where they similarly proposed a programme 
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that was to guarantee round-the-clock activity.20 Such a guarantee no longer 
holds, as Koolhaas is well aware that, although anything is possible in the world 
of design, this might not be the case in the design of the world.21 The manifold 
does indeed contain remarkable (singular) points, but it also includes ordinary 
ones. It is a matter of consistency, of holding. Any- and everything do not go.

Through its ‘anexact yet rigorous’ approach to the genesis of form, OMA offers 
an emancipating alternative to both Minimalist and Parametricist claimants to 
the status of contemporary architectural avant-garde. It continues to avoid the 
Scylla of the all-too-autonomous ‘critical’ white cube and the Charybdis of the 
all-too-complacent ‘high performance’ blob. Most important of all, it fosters 
the affective turn, which is addressed below.

Ecologies

More often than not, architecture as a discipline has sought legitimacy from 
without. It is high time for a genuine change of heart triggered by the realist/
materialist approach of ecological perception which embraces the complemen-
tarity of people and their environment. This coupling was a life-long project of 
the psychologist J. J. Gibson, whose contribution to a broader radical empir-
icism is still underappreciated.22 The discipline of architecture should regain 
self-confidence and do what it does best. When a society manipulates its matter 
it is not a reflection of culture – it is culture. Architecture is a non-discursive 
practice. Formed materiality (territorialisation) and its expressivity (coding) are 
irreducible and must not be confused with the ‘specialised lines of expression’, 
such as genes and words. Marcos Novak, who often does the wrong things 
(‘melting all that is solid into air’) for all the right reasons, precisely hits the mark 
with a statement implicitly related to Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgement 
(1790): ‘There is meaning before language, meaning before taxonomy, meaning 
before discourse, . . . beauty is multi-modal formalism, is a very, very deep thing 
– the mind and the body are not separate and the whole thing is about not being 
mimetic.’23 It is therefore possible to argue that the third Critique does not 
simply ‘complete’ the other two, but in fact provides them with a ground. In the 
words of Brian Massumi:

Alfred North Whitehead characterized his philosophy of process as a ‘critique 
of pure feeling’. William James, with whose thought Whitehead aligned his 
own, considered a notion of ‘pure experience’ an indispensable starting point 
for philosophy practiced as what he termed a radical empiricism. In both 
of these formulae, what the qualifier ‘pure’ asserts is a world of experience 
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prior to any possibility of apportioning reality along a subject/object divide or 
positioning it in preconstituted time and space coordinates. These, on the con-
trary, are understood as emergences from feeling. The world, for Whitehead 
and James, is literally made of feeling. Often misunderstood as a solipsism or 
anything-goes voluntarism, these approaches on the contrary see themselves 
as rigorous philosophies of determination, no less than of novelty of emer-
gence and creative formation.24

In order to avoid parochial anthropocentrism a true realist cannot but sep-
arate ontology from epistemology. There is simply much more to the world 
than catches the eye (and other senses). Or – to put it even more simply 
– reality is in excess to the phenomenal. Content is bigger than form: ‘How 
many fingers?’ asked Gregory Bateson, raising his hand at a public lecture 
in anticipation of the wrong answer. ‘Five’, the puzzled audience readily 
answered. ‘Wrong’, Bateson replied with perverse delight. The answer is 
‘No’, because the five fingers are but a derivative of the four bifurcations 
that allow for a numberless set of relations.25 This is a standard Batesonian 
lesson about the inevitable tautology inherent in our predominant episte-
mology. We seem to be condemned to misplacing concreteness. According 
to Whitehead, one commits this fallacy when mistaking an abstract belief, 
opinion or concept about the way things are for a concrete reality. In other 
words, by the time we perceive Bateson’s five fingers through ‘presentational 
immediacy’, ‘causal efficacy’ will have kicked in, passing below the thresh-
old of consciousness (the very same consciousness that works so hard to 
ensure its superior role). Our bodily experience is primarily an experience 
of the dependence of presentational immediacy upon causal efficacy and 
not the other way around.26 The ‘physical world’ is therefore a concept. 
This, of course, is as counter-intuitive as Deleuze’s positing of difference 
before identity in his metaphysics, or Gibson’s emphasis on the movement 
at the basis of perception. To put it bluntly, consciousness is overrated, as 
Katherine Hayles rightly claims:

In the posthuman view . . . conscious agency has never been ‘in control’. In 
fact the very illusion of control bespeaks a fundamental ignorance about the 
nature of the emergent processes through which consciousness, the organ-
ism, and the environment are constituted. Mastery through the exercise of 
autonomous will is merely the story consciousness tells itself to explain results 
that actually come about through chaotic dynamics and emergent structures 
. . . emergence replaces teleology; reflexivity replaces objectivism; distributed 
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cognition replaces autonomous will; embodiment replaces a body seen as a 
support system for the mind; and a dynamic partnership between humans and 
intelligent machines replaces the liberal humanist subject’s manifest destiny to 
dominate and control nature.27

There is possibly one thing even more damaging to creativity – provided that 
we are interested in the problem of the new and not merely in bare repetition 
– and it is meta-consciousness. Consciousness about consciousness supplants 
the ontological problem of creation with the epistemological problem of foun-
dation. Goethe knew how ‘unproductive’ this was, argues Jochen Hörisch in his 
Theoretical Pharmacy.28 So did the main protagonists of Delirious New York 
who, despite their outstanding intelligence, acknowledged the necessity of keep-
ing a distance from their own self-awareness. It is this particular attitude of the 
first generation of New York architects, according to Koolhaas, that allowed 
the aspirations of the collective to coincide effortlessly with those of a client: ‘I 
had the idea that this was something we would never see again. That we were 
condemned to consciousness.’29

Individuation

According to Deleuze, affect is distinct from affection. Affection, such as feeling, 
emotion or mood, relates to the status of the body caused by the encounter. 
Since affection has to be enveloped by the human body, it is subject to biograph-
ical or social mediation (we do not know what meaning is being created for 
each individual). An affect, by contrast, is an intensity. As such, it belongs to a 
non-extensive non-metric and consequently non-representable realm.

Rendering palpable the intensive process deserves the three cheers from the 
opening poem. That is why Sanford Kwinter considers the Chreod the great-
est achievement of twentieth-century thought (Figure 1.1). This neologism of 
Conrad Waddington’s denotes the necessary path of any becoming. Of course, 
there is hardly anything necessary about it once we appropriate the reciprocal 
determination between the actual and the virtual. It is a ‘figure of time’. A good 
illustration is Goethe’s Urpflanz, although the term is misleading insofar as its 
prefix signifies an origin. The genius of Goethe lay in his ability to see the (mor-
phogenetic) Chreod beyond the actuality of the plant. In other words, if Bateson 
had a chance to hold this flower in his hand and ask Goethe ‘How many petals?’ 
he would most certainly answer – ‘No. It is the wrong question.’

There is a strange paradox with this new materialism which has in compari-
son to its opposite – idealism – turned out rather formalist as a project. But this 
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is not the pejorative formalism where the process and the product are conflated. 
It is the ‘good’ formalism in the tradition of the ‘greatest formalists such as 
Goethe and Foucault’, explains Kwinter:

The very idea that the figure . . . might enfold within it a resonant, transmiss-
ible logic of internal control, one that can be at once dissociated from its mate-
rial substrate and maintained in communicative tension with it, was once an 
assertion of great contentiousness. The moment of its rigorous demonstration 
became one of the watersheds, not only of modern aesthetics, but of modern 
science and philosophy as well.30

The shift from the generic to genetic approach should be good news for archi-
tects, since they are good at handling form(ation). However, the radically new 
logic of becoming presupposes the existence of both the ‘form of content’ 
and ‘form of expression’. The bad news is that there is no ‘form of forms’ to 
bridge the gap.31 The virtual and actual need to be always thought together, as 
Brian Massumi rightly insists, the virtual and actual need to be always thought 

Figure 1.1 Conrad Waddington’s epigenetic landscape, later to become the Chreod, a visual 
analogy of the stable pathways of development diagrammed as a (morphogenetic) pinball machine, 
with the (morphic) ball.
Source: Waddington, The Strategy of the Genes, 29.
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together. The virtual is neither an input nor an output but rather a throughput. 
This throughput is the fuel of individuation as proposed by Gilbert Simondon. 
It is an intensive horizontal process that unfolds the ‘universal singular’ into 
the actual (individual singular), in contrast to the vertical axis of the general/ 
particular. However, one needs to avoid the nominalist trap of claiming that only 
the particular exists. The real battlefield is at the level of a ‘difference that makes 
a difference’, to cite Bateson once again. This is the level of a problem, a genuine 
reservoir of potentiality (pure difference) of ‘static genesis’ with a temporal form 
of aiōn.32 In contrast, to operate exclusively at the level of ‘dynamic genesis’ – the 
unfolding of chronos – is futile. This is perhaps why Walter Benjamin considered 
both art deco (aestheticisation of technology) and futurism (technologisation of 
aesthetics) failures.33 The criticism equally applies to the data fetishism of today, 
which is also fixated on actuality (presentational immediacy). It also explains 
why Deleuze, as previously mentioned, questions both the (too slow) ‘code’ of 
Kandinsky and the (too rapid) ‘chaos’ of Pollock. Bacon’s work offers an alterna-
tive. It is seen as diagrammatic in the true Foucauldian sense: it does not render 
the visible, but it renders visible, as Paul Klee would have it. Phenomenology 
with its maxim ‘back to phenomena’ will obviously not suffice here. It is for 
this very reason that Deleuze is keen to appropriate the term expressionism. 
As Steven Shaviro explains: ‘phenomena are generated out of the encounter 
between subject and object in Kant – but if one is willing to let rocks, stones, 
armies, and Exxon join in the fun of being excluded from the in-itself, then we 
can say that phenomena are positively generated out of all encounters between 
objects’.34 Phenomenology remains human, all too human, and therefore – in 
spite (or perhaps because) of its anthropocentrism – ultimately anti-human and 
even suicidal, as Claire Colebrook argued.35 The Spinozian principle of a conatus 
is narrow in its disregard for the long-term (ecological) consequence of striving 
for self-preservation.36 For phenomenology (Husserl), consciousness is always 
of something, whereas for Deleuze qua Bergson it is something. Correlationism 
of how I as a subject perceive that object over there is to be met with the same 
rigour of Batesonian scepticism.

With the thesis of univocity, Deleuze finally dispels all dualisms: ‘being is 
said of all things in the same sense’. The question is how to think relation that 
is exterior to its terms (thirdness). This could not be done from the so-called 
third space of ‘lived experience’, which was alleged to counteract instrumen-
tal rationality and the consequent mathematisation of life. The postmodern 
potion of Dionysus’s passion to complement the modernist Apollo’s cool did 
not work either. All these attempts never left the realm of Bateson’s five fingers. 
The strategy of defamiliarisation (including the discourse on the sublime) also 
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reached its limits.37 It was promising in the attempt to circumvent straightfor-
ward re-cognition (are they five fingers or something else?), but it failed to meet 
the requirement of the second part of Bateson’s answer, namely, engendering an 
alternative (space for) life. Sadly, it remained at the level of indulging in object 
fetishisation. In contrast, Kwinter’s ‘radical anamnesis’ requires remembering 
not the past that has happened but the past that has not happened although 
it might have.38 This marks a cardinal difference between the mere possible 
(always retroactive hypostatisation) and the reservoir of pure potentiality of the 
(ideal yet real) virtual.

Superior Empiricism

Even materialism needs to eventually come to terms with the ‘spiritual’. Deleuze’s 
answer is neither transcendental empiricism nor transcendental empiricism 
but transcendental empiricism. The formation and form, the emerging and the 
emerged, pertain to two modes of a single reality. Everything starts from the 
sensible but is subsequently extended into the intelligible. This is what Deleuze 
means by a ‘pedagogy of the senses’. The convergence of thought and matter 
is diagrammed in The Fold as two floors of a baroque house. It is important to 
stress yet again that there is no structural homology between the two floors: the 
horizontal common rooms with ‘several small openings’ (the five senses) and the 
vertical closed private room decorated with a ‘drapery diversified by folds’.39 To 
borrow Daniel Dennett’s powerful metaphor, there is no homunculus sitting in 
the Cartesian theatre (where all the evidence is gathered). The form of expres-
sion and the form of content do not share a form. There is no meta-form. There 
is only folding and unfolding of progressive different/ciation. What connects the 
two is a process.

Deleuze’s main adversary in this respect is not Plato but the great systemiser 
Aristotle, who ‘operates’ between the general and the particular on the basis 
of resemblance, that is, representation.40 But for Deleuze there is more resem-
blance between a racehorse and a racing car than between a racehorse and 
a plough horse.41 Universality does not explain anything; it itself requires an 
explanation. In the ‘flat ontology’, genera are as contingent as the particular 
species. There is no logical relationship between the ‘individual singular’ of the 
five fingers and the ‘universal singular’ or the manifold (pinball machine) that 
engenders them.

The Aristotelian syllogism, which has not lost a scintilla of its prestige over 
the past two millennia, is still indispensable for discrete (binary) logic. So is 
Euclidean mathematics for metric space, as well as Newtonian physics for 
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 isotropic space. But when it comes to the logic of continuity it was Leibniz 
who provided the much-needed conceptual tools. More recently, Deleuze rec-
ognised the creative potential of science in general, and differential calculus in 
particular, to deal with becoming. The three-hundred-year-old mathematical 
convention allowed for the treatment of relations independently of their terms. 
The emphasis shifted from signification to significance or to the distribution of 
singularities structuring the manifold. The clear emerges from the obscure. The 
five fingers emerge from a topological body plan, the very same plan that unfolds 
into a flipper or a wing.42

The long-lasting legacy of privileging epistēmē over technē needs to be 
rethought, as Bernard Stiegler repeatedly advocates. The Second Law of 
Thermodynamics is to the sciences what Shakespeare is to the humanities. It is 
most unfortunate that the self-appointed guardians of disciplinary boundaries 
are working hard to keep the realms separate. It is equally damaging to privilege 
linguistic theories on account of their academic prestige, given the limitations 
of the representational approach. The humanities are bankrupt when it comes 
to dynamic far-from-equilibrium systems. They cannot but commit the fallacy 
of ‘tracing’ – conflating the process with the product. If we carry on merely rely-
ing on the ‘agency of mapping’ we will continue to see Bateson’s five fingers.43 
Thinking needs to go in the opposite direction (counter-actualisation) towards 
the virtual and ‘mapping of agency’.

Old habits die hard. For that reason, the best way to approach (visual) per-
ception is through non-visual senses. Charles Sanders Peirce proposes a thought 
experiment: a pitch-black cave with no gravity where one relies upon one’s own 
proprioception (joint sense), sense of smell and temperature sensing.44 Note 
that these senses only operate locally through an interval of change with no 
reference to extrinsic space. Through navigation, one starts to distinguish zones 
in the gradient field and their thresholds (there are no clear-cut boundaries). 
Eventually one is able to identify invariants as the three series start to relate 
(proprioception, smell and temperature). Gradually we witness the concres-
cence of extensive and therefore mappable space which is born out of topo-
logical, intensive space of sensation. Smooth space has turned into striated. 
Massumi stresses that the striated Euclidean geometry in no way contradicts 
the topological one. They are enfolded. The nesting of geometries according to 
their respective resilience to transformation or level of generality (Euclidean 
> projective > affine > topology) is explained by Manuel DeLanda in Intensive 
Science and Virtual Philosophy.45 This is an important point often overlooked by 
eager proponents of the topological turn in architecture. What is truly remark-
able is that the order of movement and space is reversed. Points in space do not 
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pre-exist their connection. The logic of sensation leads to the logic of relation. 
Movement does not happen in space. Rather, space is a derivative of movement.

Brian Massumi emphasises the stark contrast between Peirce’s cave and the 
most famous cave parable – that of Plato. Curiously enough, in Plato’s version 
the beholders are immobilised by chains and therefore compelled to rely exclu-
sively on their vision, wondering whether (mediated) appearances might be but 
illusions. In the Peircean version there is no room for doubt, since everything 
results from one’s unmediated interaction (contemplative vs participative 
space). In the short essay ‘Factory’, Vilém Flusser makes a similar assertion: 
‘homo faber becomes homo sapiens sapiens because he has realised that man-
ufacturing means the same thing as learning – i.e. acquiring, producing and 
passing on information’.46

Stillness of the beholder is the sine qua non of most optical illusions. This is 
not a minor issue. There is a long-standing dispute between two great experts 
in the field of visual culture which mirrors the cave parable: that of J. J. Gibson 
and Ernst Gombrich.47 For Gibson it is evident that pictorial representation 
is a contingent (chronologically late) discovery. To put it bluntly: (3D) space 
comes first, (2D) images follow. In contrast, Gombrich believes that pictorial 
representation mirrors the representational architecture of the mind. He thus 
spends a substantial part of his career trying to account for depth in the pictorial 
surface (3D out of 2D). In Gibson’s sensorimotor (kinaesthetic and synaes-
thetic) understanding of perception ‘the problem of depth’ does not arise at 
all. According to him we do not see images anyway! One needs to bear in mind 
that the geometry of information must be kept independent from the geometry 
of the receptor surface (retina in the case of visual perception). Only then will 
we not succumb to the first-order isomorphism fallacy of equating optics with 
perception. This is what ecological perception is about.

Stradivarius Syndrome

Pictorial representation is an extension of the elaboration of perception, and 
not the other way around. Action and perception form a continuum of experi-
ence. This is especially pertinent to architecture, given that its basic medium is 
ipso facto the ‘field of experience’ rather than geometry, CAD, design, critique 
or any formalisable field.48 Implications for the discipline are enormous and 
still highly unappreciated, as we are just beginning to feel the loosening of the 
linguistic grip. Ironically, even the social sciences have been more eager to turn 
towards the realist and materialist paradigm. If shaking off the ‘linguisticality 
of experience’ and losing the scare quotes around the word real was difficult 
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enough, tackling the nature of (graphic) representation will prove even more 
difficult. This means that the current reliance on mapping could be fatally over-
stated. Gilbert Ryle distinguishes between propositional (symbolic and discrete) 
knowledge of that and (performative and continuous) knowledge of how.49 One 
cannot learn to swim by reading a manual. It requires entering into a relation 
with water and trying out different ways of propulsion through one’s own idio-
syncratic bodily movement and eventually acquiring a unique style. Where does 
this leave us with the discoveries of Kevin Lynch’s ‘cognitive mapping’?50 The 
fact that my wife cannot map a city has no bearing on her capacity to navigate 
it more effectively than a ‘trained professional’ such as myself. You walk the 
walk or talk the talk, you do not talk the walk. The sentiment is best reflected by 
Reyner Banham: ‘So, like earlier generations of English intellectuals who taught 
themselves Italian in order to read Dante in the original, I learned to drive in 
order to read Los Angeles in the original.’51

In his book The Craftsman Richard Sennett blames the famous violin-maker 
Antonio Stradivari for failing to transmit knowledge to his disciples. Again, 
the problem lies in the failure to distinguish between the encyclopaedic factual 
(propositional) and the knowing-how-to-make-a-violin knowledge.52 Curiously, 
there is a similar naïveté among a substantial part of the artificial intelligence 
(AI) community, who refuse to reject the ‘input-output’ view of cognition in 
favour of the embodied, embedded, extended, enactive and affective (4EA) 
approach to the mind.53 The same cleavage seems to be at the core of Danny 
Boyle’s Slumdog Millionnaire from 2008, where the main protagonist unexpect-
edly wins a popular quiz-show by knowing how rather than knowing that (the 
answer is a, b, c or d).

We have long witnessed the most unlikely alliance between Cartesians and 
cybernetics. Katherine Hayles blames it on a pathological fear of death (soul as 
software lives on). Hubert Dreyfus argues in his polemic with Marvin Minsky 
that if the AI community had ever read Maurice Merleau-Ponty they would not 
have wasted as much time on the disembodied (symbolic) approach. In the sub-
sequent reprint, his masterpiece What Computers Can’t Do was renamed What 
Computers Still Can’t Do.54 According to Dreyfus the fallacy rests on both episte-
mological and ontological assumptions. The epistemological assumption is that 
all activity (by animate or inanimate objects) can be formalised (mathematically) 
in the form of predictive rules or laws. The ontological assumption is that reality 
consists entirely of a set of mutually independent atomic (indivisible) facts. It 
is because of the epistemological assumption that experts in the (symbolic) AI 
field argue that intelligence is the same as formal rule- following. The ontological 
assumption leads them to argue that human knowledge consists entirely of 
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internal representations of reality. Sadly, placing images in consciousness and 
movement in space happens to be the predominant modus operandi of the 
architectural community. We have yet to distinguish between hodological and 
Euclidean space. Luckily, at least for the cognitive sciences, symbolic computing 
is gradually being superseded by the more promising connectionist approach 
where training (and thus embodiment) plays a major role.55

There is an uncanny resemblance between the two public disputes: Gibson 
vs Gombrich and Dreyfus vs Minsky. Strictly speaking, they are not disputes at 
all. They are perfect illustrations of Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm shift, where the 
proponents operate in different contrast spaces with a different logic, as in the 
example provided by DeLanda:

Priest: Why did you rob the bank?
Prisoner: There was more money there than in a post office.56

The true ambition is always measured at the level of the (virtual) problem rather 
than the (actual) solution. Already in the seminal Difference and Repetition 
Deleuze posited that problems/ideas were extra-propositional and sub- 
representative. It is plausible that Whitehead is the éminence grise of Deleuze’s 
Fold. His replacement of the subject by the superject (as well as prehension 
for relational understanding) resonates with Hume’s theory of subjectification. 
Hume sees the subject as coagulation (Whitehead’s concrescence, Peircean 
thirdness, Deleuzian folding) in the field of sensation.57 He foregrounds habitual 
association as the basic (sensorimotor) mechanism. Perceiving is neither pre-
senting nor representing, but enacting perceptual content. This is how mind is 
brought to nature. Memory is seen as the low-intensity replica of raw sensation. 
Henri Bergson agrees that memory is content retrievable, as opposed to the 
communicational model where data is address retrievable. This is the major 
obstacle of symbolic computing. Take googling, where both textual and graphic 
content is retrievable only through the address. Try to find an image you have 
seen earlier. This is impossible unless you remember the name. The signifier 
is of course arbitrary. DeLanda wittingly proposes that you either believe that 
the Inuit people distinguish between twenty-nine kinds of snow because they 
have twenty-nine different names for it (‘linguisticos’) or that the synonyms 
have started to accumulate because local conditions require that the population 
interact with the snow on a daily basis (materialists). Surely, there was a world 
long before the word. Environment is always seen as meaningful. We cannot put 
the cart before the horse. The relationship between stimulus information and 
the environment is therefore natural (motivated) rather than arbitrary.
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When René Magritte writes ‘This is Not a Pipe’ in the caption below the image 
of a pipe he is hinting at the peculiar nature of representation. In the same vein, 
Robin Evans reminds architects that they do not make buildings but drawings 
for buildings.58 Lars Spuybroek is thoughtful in stressing the arbitrariness of the 
convention of architectural representation (horizontal programme vs vertical 
appearance) and the need to get to grips with the continuum of experience.59 
Action and perception are inseparable. Curiously, he is less attentive to the 
difference (in kind) between the actual experience of space and the virtual space 
of experience. As Bernard Cache cautioned in the seminal ‘Plea for Euclid’, not a 
single architect seemed to realise that the Mobius house had already been built 
back in the seventies, albeit in Euclidean geometry. He meant Centre Pompidou 
by Richard Rogers and Renzo Piano.60 To presume that the non-metric topolog-
ical geometry of experience needs to be maintained in (striated) actuality at any 
cost is a common misunderstanding of the contemporary ‘avant-garde’. What is 
forgotten is that there is no structural homology between the realms of the sen-
sible and intelligible. In other words, Magritte would need the caption ‘This is 
Not a House’ not only below the image of a house but also in front of an erected 
(actualised) house, as it were. We do not yet know what a house (body) can do, 
to paraphrase Spinoza.61 It is certainly impossible to make any judgement on the 
basis of its geometry, just as we could not study the anatomy of half a chicken 
in any meaningful way. Things themselves are bearers of ideal events that do 
not always coincide with their properties. The leeway was already identified by 
the ancient Stoics: it’s not where the form stops (outline) but rather where the 
action stops (affect). Lars Spuybroek is therefore as wrong about the stupidity 
of the straight line as Le Corbusier was about the stupidity of the curved line, 
which he notoriously took as the sheer index of a donkey’s movement.62 This is 
especially pertinent as it occurs at the opposite pole from that of concentration. 
To quote Walter Benjamin from ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction’ (1935): ‘Architecture has always represented the prototype of a 
work of art the reception of which is consummated by a collectivity in a state 
of distraction.’63 However disadvantageous this may seem for the architectural 
profession, it will not prove to be the case once we fully grasp the affective turn 
and its implications for architecture. Quite the contrary, it might turn out to be 
the royal road to the understanding of space.

Ex Uno Plura

According to Dennett, ‘If you make yourself really small you can exteriorise 
everything.’64 This monadic attitude has been gradually superseded by the 
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nomadic, as the advanced fields of neuro- and cognitive science recognise the 
porosity and contingency of the boundary between the inside and the outside 
(that is, in Evan Thompson, Andy Clark and Alva Nöe). However, one should 
not dismiss the importance of autonomy at certain levels, and not just for prac-
tical purposes. This is why Deleuzian deterritorialisations are always followed by 
reterritorialisations, or why they ought to be. It is just as much about the striated 
as it is about the smooth (yet another lesson disregarded by the so-called avant-
garde). It may well be that the rhetoric of ‘We Build Our Cities and in Return 
They Build Us’ is to be taken literally.65

Humans operate in a very restricted portion of reality.66 Technology, in the 
broad sense of the term, including epigenetics and its sedimentation, epiphy-
logenetics (buildings), expands the realm of sensibility.67 It acts as scaffolding, as 
Andy Clark argues. This is also known as Baldwinian Evolution or evolution by 
other (epigenetic) means.68 Coping with the world – thanks to the co-evolution 
of the environment and the animal (human) – is quite effortless. We do not need 
any representational schema in order to assess the opportunities and risks that 
the environment offers or provides. One does not see the shape first, re-cognise 
its (necessary and sufficient) properties for belonging to the category with the 
essence of ‘chairness’ before one eventually decides to use it for sitting. What 
one sees, according to Gibson, is the (proto-epistemological) affordance, that is, 
the ‘sit-on-ability’ as an event. It is indeed possible to turn neo-Kantian in rare 
cases of brain damage, as reported by Merleau-Ponty (the Schneider example), 
and one then has to go through all the rational steps (this is my arm, I am now 
going to raise it . . .).69

Human beings have the marvellous capacity to zero in on the matter of 
concern precisely because they do not need to calculate or represent anything. 
Ego-logy gives way to eco-logy at a meso scale that is commensurate with life. 
This approach is as opposed to the ‘ghost in the machine’ as it is to neuro- 
reductionism. To try to capture the whole of 4EA experience through the late 
(in terms of evolution) graft of linguistic theories or the more current input/
output processing is certainly appealing (in terms of formalisation) but wrong 
because there is simply no structural homology between the analogue and dig-
ital. Zeno’s paradox still haunts us. This is not unrelated to Moravec’s paradox: 
it is comparatively easy to make computers exhibit adult-level performance on 
intelligence tests or a game of checkers. However, it is difficult or impossible to 
give them the perception and mobility skills of a 1-year-old.70

Gibson’s second important concept is that of the extraction of ‘formless 
invariants’ in perception (over time!). The key is to trace permanence in the face 
of change (of position or perspective or both). Topology is helpful yet again in 
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addressing a second (or higher) degree order of abstraction: how the change 
changes. This is closely related to his insight into occlusion, that is to say, accre-
tion and deletion in the visual field. At any rate, clear-from-the-obscure seems 
to be the recurrent pattern of mathēsis universalis. Clear and stable actuality 
is emerging from the field of potentiality – the virtual. The maxim E Pluribus 
Unum (out of many – one), whereby imperfect reincarnations all stem from a 
single perfect essence, needs to give way.71 Multiplicity provides for a radically 
new relationship between one and many, with no primacy of either. What we 
have is one world with two modes of reality: the actual and the virtual in con-
stant chiasmic eventful interaction.
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(1929) by Hays and Evans respectively. Hays, ‘Critical Architecture’; Evans, ‘Mies 
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ries of experience, such as phenomenology, see: Dennett, Consciousness Explained.
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detect and call ‘reality’. From: Hughes, Sensory Exotica.

67. Stiegler, Technics and Time, 1, 134–79.
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unified thought, unity of time and space. Now at the start of the 3rd millennium, it 
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disparate entities – material and non-material – and their philosophic, religious 
and cultural customs and codes. See: Ascott, ‘Syncretic Strategies’.



2 Architecture’s Awaking from  
Correlationist Slumber:  
On Transdisciplinarity and  
Disciplinary Specificity

PoMo Relativism

SLAVOJ ŽIŽEK’S DIAGNOSIS of the struggle for intellectual hegemony between 
postmodern cultural studies and the cognitivist popularisers of ‘hard’ sciences 
is still relevant, a decade on.1 The so-called third culture covers a vast range 
of theories: from evolutionary theory to quantum physics and cosmology, the 
cognitive sciences, neurology, chaos and complexity theories, studies of the 
cognitive and general social impact of the digitalisation of everyday life, to auto- 
poetic systems.2 The theorists and scientists involved have been endeavouring 
to develop a universal formal notion of self-organising emergent  systems. These 
systems apply to ‘natural’ living organisms and species, as well as social ‘organ-
isms’ such as markets and other large groups of interacting social agents.3 On 
the other hand, there are cultural theorists whose pseudo-radical stance against 
power or hegemonic discourse effectively involves the gradual disappearance 
of direct and actual political engagements outside the narrow confines of aca-
demia, as well as the increasing self-enclosure in an elitist jargon that precludes 
the very possibility of functioning as an intellectual engaged in public debates. 
So, the choice, according to Žižek, comes down to either dealing with a too 
rapid or metaphoric transposition of certain biological-evolutionist concepts to 
the study of the history of human civilisation, or – in the case of cultural  studies 
– sharing the stance of cognitive suspension, characteristic of postmodern rel-
ativism. But, as Žižek concludes, ‘prohibited’ ontological issues seem to have 
returned (with a vengeance) in the former case. In clear contrast to the strict 
prohibition against direct ontological issues in cultural studies, the proponents 
of the third culture unabashedly approach the most fundamental pre-Kantian 
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metaphysical issues, such as the ultimate constituents of reality, time, space, the 
origins and the end of universe, what consciousness is, how life emerged and so 
on.

PoPoMo Correlationism

The struggle has been rekindled with the speculative turn triggered by Quentin 
Meillassoux’s After Finitude (2008).4 It is also worth pointing out that we have 
by now drifted out of all-too-structuralist postmodernity. In the words of Claire 
Colebrook: ‘It is [the] equivocity that engenders postmodernism, for it estab-
lishes the signifier, system, subject on the one hand, and the real or the retroac-
tively constituted world on the other.’5 What binds an otherwise heterogeneous 
group of speculative realists is their shared antipathy towards correlationism.6 A 
correlationist accepts that we only ever have access to the correlation between 
thinking and being – epistemology and ontology – and never to either of the 
terms in isolation.7 In other words, correlationism marks a self-reflexive loop 
(marked by finitude) where nothing can be independent of thought. The familiar 
flavour of cognitive suspension or plain agnosticism vis-à-vis the ‘outside’ (nou-
menon) is shared by most post-Kantians.8 Kant, himself a ‘weak correlationist’, 
did in fact allow for the possibility of the ‘in-itself’, albeit unknowable.9 But if 
the idea of the world independent of our access seems unintelligible, as another 
speculative realist Ray Brassier cautions, perhaps the fault lies more with our 
notion of intelligibility than with the world:

The phenomenological radicalization of transcendentalism, initiated by 
Heidegger, found itself excavating deeper and deeper into the ‘primordial’ . . . 
uncovering the conditions for the conditions of the conditions. Yet, the deeper 
it digs towards the pre-originary the more impoverished its resources become 
and the greater its remove from things themselves. Heidegger and his succes-
sors end up striving for the pre-reflexive through increasingly reflexive means; 
exacerbating abstraction until it becomes reduced to . . . playing its own exu-
berant vacuity. This meta-transcendental problematic reaches some sort of 
apogee in Derrida who introduces both a healthy measure of scepticism and 
a fatal dose of irony into the proceedings by revealing how the immediacy of 
access was always already contaminated by mediation or différance. . . . Once 
the problematic of access and of the access to access has reached its ironic 
dénouement in this terminally self-enclosed spiral of reflexivity it is no surprise 
to see the very notion of a world indifferent to our access to it dismissed as 
unintelligible. Phenomenology begins with the things themselves, and ends up 
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pouring over words, nothing but words. Perhaps, this is the inevitable dénoue-
ment of the philosophy of access [correlationism].10

Realism

Denying realism amounts to megalomania, according to Karl Popper. But we 
need to bear in mind that not so long ago a realist ‘coming out’ and embracing 
a mind-independent reality would be met with ridicule. It would have been 
considered, at the very least, naïve. Still, the (new) materialism in general, and 
the (empiricist) affective turn in particular, seem to be gaining momentum to 
such an extent that even some of the scholars of this affiliation urge caution.11 
As it happens, many a logocentric thinker has been unjustly turned into a straw 
person. As Charles T. Wolfe cautions, ‘the trick is to not go all the way with 
embodiment, so as not to end up in what Deleuze, speaking of Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, called the “mysticism of the flesh” ’.12 However, as far as the discipline of 
architecture is concerned, this otherwise healthy dose of scepticism is not only 
utterly premature but also counterproductive, and quite literally so. Somewhat 
paradoxically, architecture has historically undergone a gradual disassociation 
from the material realm and become an ultimate white-collar profession. The 
consequent withdrawal from reality (‘into itself’) has been seen either as (bad) 
escapism or as a (good) strategy of resistance: ‘The withdrawal is into an idealist 
realm, a realm secluded from everyday life and from contamination by the 
unacceptable new order.’13 The urge to ward off the givens and to continue to 
contemplate alternatives is most worthy, especially in the face of architects’ 
jumping on the band wagon of the ¥€$ (is more) ‘pragmatic yet utopian third 
way’.14 Architects seem desperate in their effort to catch up with the media. The 
non-normative has become the norm, writes Terry Eagleton.15 The spearhead of 
critical theory in architecture Michael Hays laments how the most theoretically 
aware contemporary architects have unfortunately rejected what he sees as the 
most important operative concept of the theory of architecture at the moment 
of its refoundation in the 1970s, namely autonomy.16 But idealist bracketing also 
comes at a price. Architects might end up painting themselves into a corner 
of impotence by depriving themselves of the means to intervene, which, after 
all, has always been the main trait of (any) materialism.17 As Eugene Holland 
admits, ‘any postmodern Marxism worthy of the name will want to abandon 
teleology and adopt contingency and emergence as better paradigms for under-
standing history’.18 This is how architects Reiser and Umemoto proclaim the 
new materialist position:
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We assert the primacy of material and formal specificity over myth and inter-
pretation. In fact, while all myth and interpretation derives from the immedi-
acy of material phenomena, this equation is not reversible. When you try to 
make fact out of myth language only begets more language, with architecture 
assuming the role of illustration or allegory. This is true not only of the initial 
condition of architecture but actually plays out during the design process in a 
similar way. Material practice is the shift from asking ‘what does this mean?’ 
to ‘what does this do?’19

We cannot afford to throw out the baby of toolkit with the bathwater of ideology 
‘precisely because it is not a matter of ideology, but of a machination’.20 The best 
strategy of resistance seems to lie not in opposition but in (strategic) affirmation. 
To embrace naturalism is to see cognition as belonging to the same world as 
that of its ‘objects’.21 There is no need to postulate the existence of a more fun-
damental realm (transcendental ‘skyhooks’). Natura naturans (naturing nature/
creator) and natura naturata (natured nature/created) are inseparable. There 
is no ultimate foundation, but the immanence of powers, relations and bodily 
compositions: ‘power is not homogeneous, but can be defined only by the par-
ticular points through which it passes’.22 The first step to break out of the per-
nicious self-reflexive loop is to acknowledge that – with or without us – matter 
does matter. This is what Charles Sanders Peirce refers to as ‘firstness’. Then 
there are relations or ‘secondness’. Crudely put, the dyad marks the difference 
between the (intrinsic) properties and (extrinsic) capacities. Lastly, there is also 
the ‘centre of indetermination’ or ‘thirdness’ where an interval between percep-
tion and action is inserted (the mind). It is crucial not to dismiss the ‘pedagogy of 
the senses’, where secondness presupposes firstness, and thirdness incorporates 
both firstness and secondness.23 This is another way of saying that everything 
starts with the sensible or, as Whitehead’s disciple Susanne K. Langer put it: ‘All 
thinking begins with seeing.’24 It is neither about the appearance of essence, nor 
about the conditions of apparition. Rather, it is about the mutual presupposition 
of the virtual – the modality with the real-yet-not-actual ontological status – 
and the actual, where the virtual would be utterly sterile without the actual.25 
The reciprocity of the two is crucial, as the cultural studies scholar Lawrence 
Grossberg explains in an interview:

The distinction between possibility and virtuality is crucial, and I think that 
most theories of imagination have been theories of possibility. Of which, the 
utopian is the most obvious example. The result has been a politics that is almost 
never rooted in the present. But I think one must look to the  present because 
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it is in the present that you find the virtual, that you find the  contingency. . . . 
I think it is rooted in the possibility (if one can use that word) of reconceiving 
the imagination as intimately connected with the analytics of the empirical. 
Imagination is not separate from science, analysis, or description of the actual. 
Imagination has to be rethought as a rediscovering of the contingent, the 
virtual in the actual . . . and that it seems to me is a very different notion of the 
imagination than what the Left has ever had.26

The world, after all, ‘does not exist outside of its expression’.27 Deleuze 
and Guattari were explicit about this often misunderstood maxim. 
Transcendence is always a product of immanence. One could argue that 
reification is necessary for the expression to start migrating, a major pre-
condition for the creation of an artistic style.28 It has become somewhat 
common for their epigones to favour the virtual over its expression.29 But the 
fact of the matter is that you cannot have one without the other. Expression 
is not the meaning but the torsion of both the expressor and the expressed. If 
‘non-organic vitality’ is the content, argues Zourabichvili, then expression is 
its ‘agrammatical syntax’.30 Their determination is absolutely reciprocal. In 
any event, it is useless to seek a more substantial truth behind the phantasm 
(essence of appearance). Furthermore, seeking such a truth via a confused 
sign leads to mere symptomatologising.31 It is equally futile to contain the 
truth within stable figures (sense of apparition): ‘to construct solid cores of 
convergence where we might include, on the basis of their identical prop-
erties, all its angles, flashes, membranes, and vapors’.32 Hence there is no 
possibility of phenomenalisation either, because every form, conversely, is a 
compound of the relationship between forces. This is how Michel Foucault 
sees Deleuze’s counter-effectuating strategy as a way of overcoming both 
‘bad habits’, namely, symptomatologising and phenomenalisation:

Phantasms [incorporeal events] do not extend organisms into the imaginary; 
they topologize the materiality of the body. They should consequently be freed 
from the restrictions we impose upon them, freed from the dilemmas of truth 
and falsehood and of being and nonbeing (the essential difference between 
simulacrum and copy carried to its logical conclusion); they must be allowed 
to conduct their dance, to act out their mime, as ‘extrabeings’.33

Traditionally, the truth was defined as adequation and non-contradiction but, 
as I will argue, both claims can be challenged from the perspective of a genea-
logical method. If there is no referent, the former loses all meaning, while the 
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 requirement for the latter is shown to depend on the illusion of the potential 
mastery of a wholly self-transparent discourse, namely phenomenology.34

Non-Discursive

A lot of lip service has been paid to bridging the gap between theory and prac-
tice, but the true imperative should be to stop regarding transdisciplinarity, 
with its nomadic structure, and disciplinary specificity as mutually exclusive. It 
should not come as a surprise that some of the most prominent beacons of con-
temporary architectural theory are happily trespassing.35 What binds them is 
zero- degree tolerance for narrow-mindedness. Another imperative is to exclude 
– once and for all – the law of the excluded middle. We need to get rid of this 
Occamite tendency, because not all the potentialities are an already accrued 
value. In this way architecture will be able to reclaim the medium specificity 
from a genuine realist/materialist position and be treated rightfully as a non-dis-
cursive practice.36 This will certainly not be easy, as the hegemonic binary system 
knows no such logic. Its inherent dualism brings together the most unlikely of 
allies: the Cartesians and informationists (ex-cyberneticists).37 Regrettably, the 
media theorist Friedrich Kittler is right to credit the father of the information 
theory Claude Shannon with writing the most influential Master’s thesis ever.38 
By Kittler’s account, Shannon even ‘thought digitally’, which is plausible and, 
for that, all the more dangerous, just as any other approach which distinguishes 
between meaning and information. Opposing ‘the static Aristotelian duality’ of 
form and matter with the meta-theoretical trinity of processing (executing com-
mands), transmitting (requiring an address) and storing (memory as database) 
is not helpful.39 The analogy between needing an address to retrieve computer 
data and an address to locate a house in a city (or even to recall memories) is as 
popular as it is misleading. It all seems to boil down to the following ‘dilemma’, 
as posited by Gibson:

The issue between the two kinds of theory [primacy of language vs. primacy 
of perception] can be illustrated by the following question. Does a child dis-
tinguish between two physically different things only after he has learned to 
make different responses to each, names, for example; or does he first learn to 
distinguish them and then (sometimes) attach names? On the former alterna-
tive he must learn to respond to things; on the latter he must learn to respond 
to the difference. . . . The issue is deep and far-reaching.40
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Ecosophy

Indeed, what motivates the author’s research is the architect’s habit of taking 
for granted the homology between representation and presentation. There is 
widespread consensus on this fallacy among laymen and professionals alike. 
As Robin Evans diagnosed, ‘we are landed not only with a picture theory of 
vision, but with a pervasive picture method of construction for manufactured 
objects as well’.41 We are also landed with the hypothesis of the five senses, the 
proof of Aristotle’s enduring authority. The number five relates to the supposed 
channels of sensation running from the periphery to the centre. In the case 
of vision, the sequence is all too familiar: object > retinal image > image in 
the brain > various operations on the sensory image > full consciousness of the 
object and its  meaning.42 Such an approach to perception – as the conscious 
experience of sensory input – remains in its essence Aristotelian through and 
through. The philosopher of mind Susan Hurley named the implicit model of 
the mind behind such an approach ‘the classical sandwich’, with perception as 
input, action as output, and cognition as in-between.43 We see with our eyes, 
don’t we? No, Gibson was resolute, we see with saccading eyes in the mobile 
head on the locomotive body supported by the ground, the brain being only 
the central organ of an entire visual system.44 According to Gibson, the brain 
may produce sensations, hallucinations, dreams, illusions and after-images, but 
never perceptions. You are not your brain.45 The perceptual system is synaes-
thetic, that is, cross-modal and supported by proprioception, which refers to the 
body’s ability to sense movement within joints and their position. It is therefore 
also kinaesthetic and, as such, inseparable from action.46 Kinaesthesia is not 
like something, explains the proponent of the corporeal turn Maxine Sheets-
Johnstone, it is what it is.47 Neither thingness, nor essentiality.48 Seeing is a 
matter of skill and participation, and not contemplation. Perception and action 
are not propositions, nor are they based on a proposition, and cannot, therefore, 
be either correct or incorrect.49 The ecological approach to perception knows 
no such thing as ‘sense data’. Ecological, it must be qualified, stands for reci-
procity between the life form and its environment.50 Their mutual relation is 
not one of computing but of resonance. It is no coincidence that the school of 
ecological perception describes perceiving as tuning in – as in radio frequency 
– as opposed to the computational metaphor (with the brain as a computer, 
eye as a camera and so on).51 Perception cannot be considered independently 
of the environment, since it is defined as an evolved adaptive and constructive 
relation between the organism and the environment. Unfortunately, experi-
mental psychology research has relied overwhelmingly on object perception, 
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rather than environment perception, with the findings of the former providing 
the basis for understanding the latter.52 Architecture continues to suffer from 
this fallacy. Arguably the greatest feat of contemporary psychology has been to 
include the environment of life forms in the study of the psyche.53 To separate 
the cultural from the natural environment – as if there were a world of mental 
and a world of material products – is a fatal mistake. There is only one world.54 
Only recently have biologists considered the (feed-back/feed-forward) effect of 
niche construction on the inheritance system.55 The theory of niche construc-
tion proposes that an organism does not passively submit to the pressures of a 
pre-existing environment, but that it actively constructs its niche (genetically, 
epigenetically, behaviourally and symbolically). Implications for the discipline 
of architecture are obvious: perception is an important area of study because it 
provides information about the environment, which is in turn intimately related 
to the life of life forms. Architecture ought to reclaim its vanguard position 
within the epigenetic turn, which embraces technology in general terms (technē) 
as constitutive of humanity, and not merely the other way around.56 It is high 
time to complement the passive principle of natural selection (logical argu-
ment) with the active principle of self-organisation (natural argument).57 The 
principle of exteriorisation – the city as an exoskeleton is a good example – is 
evolution continued by other means. This is beautifully illustrated in the open-
ing scene of 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) by Stanley Kubrick, compressing 4.4 
million years of tool evolution from the bone to the spaceship.58 The epigenetic 
structure of inheritance and transmission is, as the very term suggests, external 
and non-biological. As such it transcends our particular existence. It extends 
beyond our biological finitude. Moreover, as Guattari claims, ‘man and the 
tool are already components of a machine constituted by a full body [socius] 
acting as an engineering agency, and by men and tools that are engineered 
(machinés) insofar as they are distributed on this body’.59 The long-lasting legacy 
of privileging epistēmē over technē needs to be rethought, as the philosopher 
of technology Bernard Stiegler urges.60 The ‘what’ (technē) and the ‘who’ (the 
human) are co-constitutive. Strictly speaking, architecture, as a sedimented epi-
genetic (mnemonic) device, has an even higher order of autonomy which makes 
it epi-phylo-genetic.61 If epigenetics is the concept of non-genetic heritability 
(such as language acquisition), then epiphylogenetic means that the rhetoric of 
‘we build our cities and in return they build us’ is to be taken literally.62 Stiegler 
explains:

Epiphylogenetics, a recapitulating, dynamic and morphogenetic (phylogenetic) 
accumulation of individual experience (epi), designates the appearance of a 
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new relation between the organism and its environment, which is also a new 
state of matter. If the individual is organic organized matter, then its relation 
to its environment (to matter in general, organic or inorganic), when it is a 
question of a who, is mediated by the organized but inorganic matter of the 
organon, the tool with its instructive role (its role qua instrument), the what. 
It is in this sense that the what invents the who just as much as it is invented 
by it.63

It is time for the discipline to awaken from the slumber of anthropocentrism 
and shake off the baggage of old dualisms. Deleuze and Guattari propose that 
we drop anthropomorphism for geomorphism, which defies (all-too-human) 
interpretation.64 In the same vein, Keith Ansell-Pearson calls for a major 
reconfiguration of ethology: ‘Behaviour can no longer be localised in individ-
uals conceived as preformed homunculi, but has to be treated epigenetically 
as a function of complex network systems which cut across individuals and 
which traverse  phyletic lineages and organismic boundaries.’65 Relation comes 
before that which it places in relation.66 In Heideggerian parlance, it is dwelling 
that precedes both building and abstract or subjective thought.67 In contrast to 
binary logic, one should always proceed from the middle – par le milieu – both 
conceptually and literally.68 As explained by the philosopher of science Isabelle 
Stengers, Deleuze deliberately plays on the double meaning of this French term, 
which stands for both the middle and the surroundings.69 Proceeding from the 
middle is arguably the best way to undo the habit of thinking in terms of formal 
essences and sensible formed things. As the philosopher Gilbert Simondon was 
well aware, the tradition tends to forget a sort of middle, an intermediary. And it 
is at the level of this intermediary that everything gets done.70

The complementarity between the animal and its environment was a life-long 
project of the psychologist J. J. Gibson. His (unwitting) affiliation with Deleuze 
and contribution to radical empiricism in general is still underappreciated.71 
The most notable point of convergence between the two thinkers is their more 
or less overt theory of passive synthesis, with which they vehemently oppose, 
or better yet, complement, the active synthesis of representation.72 Passive syn-
theses fall outside of the jurisdiction of an ego whereby a living present is a 
multiplicity of ‘contemplations’.73 Deleuze describes passive synthesis as one 
which ‘is not carried out by the mind, but occurs in the mind’.74 As a disci-
pline, architecture has more often than not sought legitimacy from without. 
The irony is that it felt embarrassingly inadequate because of its heuristic, that 
is, anexact (yet rigorous) modus operandi.75 The two thinkers stress distinct-
ness and obscurity in opposition to scientism based on Cartesian distinctness 
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and clarity. No less than a genuine change of heart – triggered by the realist/
materialist impetus – is required for the architecture of conjecture to (continue 
to) resist becoming the architecture of canons. The modernist divide between 
materiality on the one hand and design on the other is vanishing, according to 
the sociologist Bruno Latour: ‘The more objects are turned into things – that 
is, the more matters of fact are turned into matters of concern – the more they 
are rendered into objects of design through and through.’76 This is to say that 
one can no longer indulge in the idea that there are, on the one hand, objective 
material constraints and, on the other, symbolic human subjective values. As 
the philosopher Henk Oosterling puts it, ‘Dasein ist design.’77 When a society 
modulates its matter it is not a reflection of culture, it is culture.78 Therefore, the 
discipline should regain self-confidence and do what it does best, in the words 
of the architectural theorist Mark Wigley: ‘Architecture neither houses nor 
represents culture, neither precedes nor follows culture. Rather it is the mecha-
nism of culture.’79 What distinguishes architecture from simple handicraft and 
makes it a ‘material practice’, according to Stan Allen, is the interplay between 
abstract tools and concrete ends.80 It requires both the intellectual and practical 
tools to work effectively in this paradoxical environment, ‘at once immersed in 
the world of images and abstract notations, yet intimately connected to the hard 
logics of matter and forces’.81 However, if taken separately, both perspectives 
continue to embody correlationist conceits.82 Practice is to be considered nei-
ther as an application of theory nor as its inspiration, but as action. In the words 
of Foucault and Deleuze, ‘there’s only action – theoretical action and practical 
action’.83 To appropriate this battle cry is to have done with representation.
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52. Ittelson, ‘Environment Perception and Contemporary Perceptual Theory’.
53. Chemero and Silberstein provide a comprehensive taxonomy of the two most 

important debates in the philosophy of the cognitive and neural sciences. The first 
debate is over methodological individualism: is the object of the cognitive and 
neural sciences the brain, the whole animal or the animal–environment system? 
The second is over explanatory style: should explanation in cognitive and neural 
science be reductionist-mechanistic, inter-level mechanistic or dynamic? Our 
thesis unequivocally sides with the dynamic animal–environment system approach, 
which I name ‘Gibsonism’. See: Chemero and Silberstein, ‘After the Philosophy of 
Mind’.

54. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, 130.
55. Odling-Smee, ‘Niche Inheritance’. The epigenetic turn calls for a re-examination of 

the status of Lamarckism. In contrast to Darwinism, Lamarckian inheritance is the 
idea that an organism can pass on to its offspring characteristics that it acquired 
during its lifetime.

56. Epigenesis is the term used to describe the relatively mysterious process of how 
form emerges gradually but dynamically out of a formless or homogeneous envi-
ronment or substrate. See: Kwinter, ‘Soft Systems’, 214.

57. Against the second law of thermodynamics: negentropy (negative entropy).
58. It is a difference in degree before it is a difference in kind.
59. Guattari, Chaosophy, 110; emphasis in the original.
60. Stiegler, Technics and Time, 1.
61. Ibid., 134–79. Biologist Conrad Waddington (1905–75) is often credited with coin-

ing the term epigenetics in 1942 as ‘the branch of biology which studies the causal 
interactions between genes and their products, which bring the phenotype into 
being’. The extent to which we are preprogrammed versus environmentally shaped 
awaits universal consensus. The field of epigenetics has emerged to bridge the gap 
between nature and nurture.

62. A socialist realist slogan also attributed to Churchill. Ontogeny: development 
(developmental and organismic scales). Phylogeny: descent and branching (repro-
ductive and evolutionary scales).

63. Stiegler, Technics and Time, 1, 177.
64. Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 318–19.



 ARCHITECTURE’S AWAKING FROM CORRELATIONIST SLUMBER   | 53

65. These developments call for a major reconfiguration of ethology. See: Ansell-
Pearson, Germinal Life, 171. For Gibson the formula is neither mentalism nor 
conditioned-response behaviourism, but environmentalism. See: Gibson, The 
Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, 2.

66. Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 350.
67. Heidegger, ‘Building Dwelling Thinking’.
68. This is in contrast to the deconstructivist Jacques Derrida, who does not start 

from the middle but rather ‘from the limits’. The mathematician Arkady Plotnitsky 
offers a comparative analysis between the two contemporaries Deleuze/Derrida 
as follows: Middle/Limits, Geometry/Algebra, Thinking/Writing. See: Plotnitsky, 
‘Algebras, Geometries and Topologies of the Fold’.

69. The former means without grounding definitions or an ideal horizon, while the 
latter is meant to indicate that no theory gives you the power to disentangle some-
thing from its particular surroundings. See: Stengers, ‘An Ecology of Practices’.

70. Simondon, ‘Genesis of the Individual’. See also: Adkins, ‘A Short List of Gilbert 
Simondon’s Vocabulary’.

71. His major works are: The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (1979); The 
Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems (1966); The Perception of the Visual World 
(1950).

72. Beneath active syntheses of thought there are passive syntheses of perception, and 
beneath them still there are passive organic syntheses of metabolism. See: Protevi, 
‘Deleuze, Jonas, and Thompson’.

73. As used by Franz Brentano and then Husserl, ‘intentionality’ means that mental 
states like perceiving are always about something, that is, directed towards some-
thing. By contrast, for Deleuze intentionality does exist, but it is always multiple. 
In other words, there is never a single originator of the intention. Desire itself is a 
multiplicity of competing drives. See: Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus.

74. Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 71. The distinction between passive and active 
syntheses is not dissimilar to the one made by the Nobel laureate Kahneman 
between the ‘automatic System 1 and effortful System 2’. See: Kahneman, Thinking: 
Fast and Slow.

75. Gibson draws on Polanyi’s notion of tacit knowledge. See: Gibson, The Ecological 
Approach to Visual Perception, 22. ‘Everything . . . has long been known implicitly 
by practical men – the surveyors of the earth, the builders, and the designers of the 
environment. It is tacit knowledge.’ Cf. Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension.

76. Latour, ‘A Cautious Prometheus?’, 2. ‘Humanists are concerned only about humans; 
the rest, for them, is mere materiality, or cold objectivity. But by treating their 
life supports as matters of concern, we pile concerns over concerns, we fold, we 
envelop, we embed humans into more and more elements that have been carefully 
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explicitated, protected, conserved and maintained . . . This little shift in the defini-
tion of matter modifies everything: it allows practitioners to reuse all of the notions 
of materiality and artificiality, but freed from the restrictions the older style of 
modernist matters of fact had imposed on their use.’ Ibid., 10.

77. Oosterling, ‘Dasein as Design’.
78. ‘From representation to things’ is the core thesis of Lash and Lury, Global Culture 

Industry, 7. ‘For Horkheimer and Adorno, culture . . . was still in the superstructure. 
. . . our concern was with how things actually move, how they “transition” between 
many states, how they are (self-)organised as temporal, rhythmic morphologies or 
coherent behaviours.’ Ibid., 19.

79. Wigley and Kipnis, ‘The Architectural Displacement of Philosophy’, 7.
80. Allen, ‘Pragmatism in Practice’.
81. Allen, commentary in ‘Stocktaking 2004: Nine Questions about the Present and 

Future of Design’, 44.
82. Boogst, Alien Phenomenology, 14. ‘The scientist believes in reality apart from human 

life, but it is a reality excavated for human exploitation. The scientific process cares 
less for reality itself than it does for the discoverability of reality through human 
ingenuity. Likewise, the humanist doesn’t believe in the world except as a structure 
erected in the interest of human culture.’

83. Foucault and Deleuze, ‘Intellectuals and Power’, 205–7.



3 Northern Line

Introduction

THIS CHAPTER TAKES as a point of departure the Deleuzian concept of 
the Northern Line. Scholarly accounts of the Dutch Baroque suggest that, in 
contrast to the organic force of their Italian counterparts, the Dutch paint-
ers set themselves apart with a genuinely new haptic painterly tradition, effec-
tively creating an abstract machine with its power of repetition. It is with the 
 seventeenth-century Dutch painter Johannes Vermeer that the unleashing of 
affect is first seen; to our mind this grants him the status of the bearer of the 
Deleuzian Northern Line.1 However, the most important ‘Dutchman’ in the 
eyes of Deleuze remains Spinoza, the prince of immanence. Thus, our argument 
requires laying the pre-philosophical plane of immanence, creating a Northern 
Line concept and inventing the conceptual personae, or aesthetic figures, of 
the architects we see as the heirs of this tradition: UNStudio (UNS), NOX and 
OMA. This triad will be utilised to situate contemporary Dutch architecture 
within an aesthetic position that argues for a reciprocal determination of the 
abstract and concrete, or, with Deleuze, the virtual and the actual. We will draw 
on Deleuze and Guattari’s reading of the Northern Line as a theoretical disposi-
tion towards the differential difference in contrast to the dialectical difference. 
The latter operates in terms of opposition, negation and, ipso facto, resistance 
correlative to a molar notion of power (pouvoir) and not, as with the former, the 
(molecular) level of ‘desiring assemblages’.2 Our argument will show that the 
Northern Line provides an aesthetic reading – neither distributed nor organised 
around the mind, nor oriented towards cognition – that is capable of escaping 
architecture’s long-standing dependence on representationalism.
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In What Is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari develop the conceptual per-
sona; with this concept we will work through a process of decoding, of decom-
posing the architect and the work into apersonal and pre-subjective levels.3 
Put otherwise, we will engage Deleuze–Guattari where, working from desiring 
assemblages, they circumvent the phenomenon of ideology, treating it as an 
epiphenomenon; we similarly propose to treat architecture in terms of what 
they refer to as passive syntheses, which undermine the active synthesis of 
representation.4 Of course, this extra-propositional and sub-representative level 
of thought-events requires a mode of analysis that cannot rely on the fully 
actual, for this would inevitably lead to conflating the material cause with the 
incorporeal effect. By this we mean to say that things themselves are bearers of 
ideal events, which do not coincide with their properties. Any (actual) incarna-
tion may in fact be seen as a (provisional) solution to the problem posed by the 
virtual, which is consequently not ideal but problematic. The concept prevents 
regression into simple reductionism since there is no homology between the 
actual and virtual.

This chapter will present an analysis or, more in keeping with Deleuze–
Guattari, a schizoanalysis of the working methods of the Dutch architects men-
tioned above. We will further suggest that it is not the architect who invents the 
conceptual persona, but rather the persona itself that provides the architectural 
body of work with a certain (endo)consistency formerly known as style. Finally, 
with this work we hope to develop a reading of several Deleuzian thought models 
which we believe have been somewhat overlooked in contemporary discourse 
on Deleuze and the impact of his philosophy on architecture. This will include 
the three syntheses of the connective, the disjunctive and the conjunctive in 
relation to the paranoiac, miraculating and celibate machines respectively.

Distribution of the Sensible

The idea of the ‘idea behind architecture’ is the Platonic idealism we wish to 
repudiate. With this, it is important to understand that Deleuze and Guattari see 
absolutely no distinction between a desiring-production and social production. 
As they argue in Anti-Oedipus, desire is objective and immanent: ‘There is no 
particular form of existence that can be labelled “psychic reality”.’5 And a few 
paragraphs later: ‘There is no such thing as the social production of reality on 
the one hand, and a desiring-production that is mere fantasy on the other.’6 
Further, and in clear terms, ‘desiring-production is one and the same thing as 
social production’.7 This in turn means that there is no individual fantasy; there 
are only social fantasies, a revelation that effectively turns psychoanalysis on its 
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head. Deleuze and Guattari refer to such ‘material psychiatry’ as schizoanalysis 
where the connections and disjunctions operate ad infinitum. As Smith and 
Ballantyne have argued, although

Freud begins to take us to a field where we can enter a discourse of flow – 
of novel and intense material connections with that which is non-habitual, 
non-genital, non-human – unfortunately for Freud there is a ‘natural’ connec-
tion and investment; a personalising of desire that ties the ebbs and tides of the 
libido to the self and the familiar/familial’.8

The unleashing of desire is essential for our approach, given that we take the 
conditions of genesis (production) as the basis of experience to be the very 
medium of architecture. What distinguishes immanent architecture is that it 
does not merely fulfil the (pre-given) expectation, it also produces its audience: a 
people yet to come. In contrast to Anti-Oedipus – the first volume of Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia – the second volume, A Thousand Plateaus, has a much 
wider range of registers: cosmic, geological, evolutionary, developmental, eth-
ological, anthropological, mythological, historical, economic, political, literary, 
musical and many more (a thousand plateaus), where every plane is matter 
unfolding, where relations are effected by specific expressions which, in turn, 
are events of specific powers to relate.

Despite the introduction of ever more new terms, the abstract machine stays 
virtually the same: together the passive syntheses at all these levels form a dif-
ferential field within which stratification takes place as an integration or reso-
lution of that field. As a matter of fact, this machinism dates back to Deleuze’s 
Difference and Repetition, originally published in 1968. We find this especially 
pertinent given that throughout history there has been a prejudicial tendency 
to set the realm of sensibility against that of reason or understanding. Deleuze 
was among the first to propose a transformation of transcendental idealism into 
transcendental empiricism, with far-reaching consequences in both metaphysi-
cal and epistemological registers:

If [transcendental] aesthetic appears more profound to us than that of Kant, 
it is for the following reasons: Kant defines the passive self in terms of simple 
receptivity, thereby assuming sensations already formed, then merely relating 
these to the a priori forms of their representation which are determined as 
space and time. In this manner, not only does he unify the passive self by ruling 
out the possibility of composing space step by step, not only does he deprive 
this passive self of all power of synthesis (synthesis being reserved for activity), 
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but moreover he cuts the Aesthetic into two parts: the objective element of 
sensation guaranteed by space and the subjective element which is incarnate 
in pleasure and pain. The aim of the preceding analyses, on the contrary, has 
been to show that receptivity must be defined in terms of the formation of 
local selves or egos, in terms of the passive syntheses of contemplation or 
contraction, thereby accounting simultaneously for the possibility of experi-
encing sensations, the power of reproducing them and the value that pleasure 
assumes as a principle.9

Sensibility itself becomes a field of (artistic/architectural) creation and exper-
imentation. Such a thesis invites us, pace Jacques Rancière, to examine ‘the 
distribution of the sensible’10 in the social field as an issue of social and political 
individuation.11 The question is no longer that of the ultimate nature of reality; 
rather it is the distribution of the sensible and insensible within which we find 
ourselves immersed. We ought to start by distinguishing diagrams from signs, 
be they vectorial – augmentative powers and diminutive servitudes – or scalar 
(Table 3.1).

Defined diagrammatically . . . an abstract machine is neither an infrastructure 
that is determining in the last instance nor a transcendental Idea that is deter-
mining in the supreme instance. Rather, it plays a piloting role. The diagram-
matic or abstract machine does not function to represent, even something real, 

Table 3.1 Four scalar signs of affection: although a sign, according to Spinoza qua Deleuze, 
can have several meanings, it is always an effect of one body upon another. In ‘Spinoza and the 
Three “Ethics” ’, Deleuze distinguishes between vectorial and scalar signs. The former are signs 
of increase and decrease – continuous variations of power – while the latter express one’s state 
at a moment in time, ‘a slice of duration’. Affects are irreducible to affections, sensations or 
perceptions. The figure compares the four principal types of scalar signs that vary according to the 
contingent nature of assemblage. Based on Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical.

Source: author.
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but rather constructs a real that is yet to come, a new type of reality. Thus when 
it constitutes points of creation or potentiality it does not stand outside history 
but is instead always ‘prior to’ history.12

The significance of the Northern Line is that it binds the undetermined, determi-
nable and (mutually) determined. It is not a given, as Deleuze writes in Difference 
and Repetition, but that by which a given is given.13 With respect to architecture, 
as we hope to show, Cartesian foundationalism does not hold; instead we find 
the necessity of foundation can only exist for determinable ground, not the 
final complete determination that remains only ever reciprocally determined. In 
other words, the system cannot be deterministic and the nature of this circle is 
to remain radically open, hence diagrammatic.14

For Deleuze and Guattari the machine does not conflict with either culture 
or nature. The machine is not reducible to the mechanics conceived as the pro-
tocol of some technical machines or the particular organisation of an organism. 
Machinism therefore designates every system that cuts off fluxes going beyond 
both mechanicism and vitalism: ‘The unconscious is a factory and not a stage.’15 
We will next try to distinguish between the respective desiring machines: the 
working parts of UNS, the immobile motor of NOX and the adjacent part 
of OMA and their three forms of energy: ‘Libido, Numen, and Voluptas; and 
their three syntheses: the connective syntheses of partial objects and flows, the 
disjunctive syntheses of singularities and chains, and the conjunctive syntheses 
of intensities and becomings’16 – see Table 3.2, which we have borrowed and 
adapted from Anti-Oedipus.

Manimal: Paranoiac Machine

At the first level of synthesis, the body without organs stands opposed to its 
desiring machines, repelling them in the manner of a ‘paranoiac machine’.17 
This can be regarded as analogous to what Deleuze called the ‘pure pres-
ent’ in Difference and Repetition, since the paranoiac machine immediately 
erases whatever appears on its surface in order to allow for something new 
to appear. The passive perceptual syntheses of imagination are preceded by 
a myriad of passive syntheses at the organic level, making the organism ‘the 
primary habit it is’.18 Habit (habitus) is therefore a contraction of habitual 
contractions that occur on multiple levels. The synthesis of habit, in turn, 
precedes the memory and recollection of conscious thought. The contraction 
is not a reflection.19 It provides a ‘rule’ in the form of sensorimotor responses 
to present stimuli that anticipate the future on the basis of the past.20 At this 
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level a (physical) organism could be said to be ruled by instinctual response. 
The ‘connective syntheses of production’, through which linear sequences 
of the ‘and then’ form are constituted, remains undetermined. However, 
as Deleuze and Guattari point out, it captures an aspect of the intensive, 
the machinic assemblage, by connecting or coupling heterogeneous ‘partial 
objects’ through the emission of ‘energy flows’.21

If there is a plane of composition that has marked the oeuvre of UNS, then 
it is the Manimal, a computer-generated image of the hybridisation of a lion, a 
snake and a human. To be clear, the Manimal is neither figural nor structural 
but machinic: ‘As a technique, it excites because it has been produced in a 
manner radically different from all pictorial techniques that have been previ-
ously employed by artists.’22 We can formulate this equation as: Manimal = lion 
AND snake AND human. According to Ben van Berkel and Caroline Bos, there 
are three main aspects that make the hybridising technique of the Manimal 
architecturally interesting; these concern the relations of the technique with 
the author, time and mereology. The first concerns the ambiguity of author-
ship, given the plurality of ‘sometimes invisible’ participants (not excluding the 
software programmers). The relation to time is one of continuous variation or 
‘a sequence that could, in principle, run indefinitely’. Accordingly, UNS openly 
express anxiety over ‘freezing architecture in time’ given that, according to 

Table 3.2 Three cuts: an abstract machine is defined by Deleuze and Guattari as a system of cuts. 
The figure shows three different kinds of cuts which pertain to the three components of desiring-
production: (i) flow, or the portioning-cut of desiring machines; (ii) code, or the detachment-cut 
from which issues the BwO; and (iii) stock, or the remainder-cut that produces the nomadic 
subject. Based on Bogue, Deleuze on Literature.

Source: author.
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them, only change exists. Most importantly, with regard to the part-to-whole 
relation, the unity of the Manimal as an image is not disrupted by the diversity 
of its ingredients, which is what most distinguishes the technique from the tra-
ditional technique of collage:

This is the most radical choice for architecture to face. The totalising, decon-
textualising, dehistoricising combination of discordant systems of information 
can be instrumentalised architecturally into one gesture. . . .
 The architecture of hybridization, the fluent merging of constituent parts 
into an endlessly variable whole, amounts to organisation of continuous differ-
ence, resulting in structures that are scale-less, subject to evolution, expansion, 
inversion and other contortions and manipulations. Free to assume different 
identities, architecture becomes endless.23

Ever since its appearance, the Manimal has been the spiritus movens of UNS and 
continues to feature prominently in their discourse. Its genealogy is well known 
by now: from the ‘fragmented organisation of disconnected parts’ to the ‘dis-
placed organisation of connected parts’ to the ‘seamless organisation of discon-
nected parts’ or the ‘portrait of becoming’, where Van Berkel and Bos express 
that they ‘have never had a lot of faith in interpretation’.24 The first ‘fragmenting’ 
paradigm is illustrated by the exploded view of Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, 
accompanied by the Bauhausian mannequin head adorned in the technique of 
collage as a seam: stitching together separate parts that retain their respective 
identities. By contrast, the second displacing paradigm is exemplified by the 
formal analogy between Francis Bacon’s figural (neither figurative nor abstract) 
portrait and a piece of architectural metabolist megastructure (architecture cum 
urbanism). It is presented as a transition phase towards the endless (and, and, 
and so on), best illustrated by the Möbius strip as well as the Manimal itself. The 
fascination with the ‘production of production’ ranks UNS among the leading 
architects of the flow in the very precise sense of the libidinal form of energy. 
Aaron Betsky points out in ‘Unfolding the Forms of UNStudio’25 that, from the 
beginning, UNS have used the body as a model (and metaphor):

Up to this point, the architects had argued for the emergence of form out of 
the manipulation of physical material. They proposed what they called the 
‘invisible detail’. They articulated this detail in opposition to either the articu-
lated meeting of materials that structural expressionism would champion, or 
the smooth making of enclosed forms that would seek to deny the physicality 
of the object. Instead, they thought that details should drink in the difference 
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between materials, make possible their meeting, allow the form to be folded, 
and then disappear.26

Their Move opens up not only with kaleidoscopic images but also chains of 
seemingly unrelated terms.27 However, this uncompromising decontextualising 
and dehistoricising strategy comes at a price. When asked how to negotiate the 
difference between (anthropocentric) scale-dependency and (geocentric) scale-
lessness, the conceptual persona remains utterly consistent in failing to give an 
answer.28 This is simply not an issue for UNS given their theoretical and practi-
cal agenda. The Manimal, as we see it, stands not for keeping track of the flow, 
but for the flow itself, any flow; UNS refer to such a ‘non-reductionist’ approach 
as ‘deep planning’.29 The ease with which a myriad of partial objects is handled 
by this ‘paranoiac machine’ proves the point: ‘Move introduces inclusiveness in 
the design approach . . . Inclusiveness allows fragmentation and difference to 
be absorbed into a coherent, continuous approach, abandoning the strategies 
of fragmentation and collage’.30 They later conclude: ‘The inclusive model is 
anti nothing.’31 What UNS also unapologetically abandon is history: ‘We have 
already forgotten history, shaken off the metaphors belonging to wood, bricks 
and steel. We have already seen emptiness. Now it is time to redefine materi-
ality.’32 And redefine it they did. Not according to its chemical composition, or 
vis-à-vis sensibility, but on the basis of performativity in the emergence of the 
project. For UNS, ‘between art and airports’, only the present matters, and entire 
processes are rendered visible.33 Their favourite colour is blue, the colour which, 
according to the trend forecaster Li Edelkoort, ‘dissolves contrasts and wipes 
out details . . . and undoes form’.34

D-Tower: Miraculating Machine

Corresponding to the constitution of a ‘pure past’ are the disjunctive syntheses 
by which whatever is produced through the connective syntheses is recorded on 
the surface of the body without organs. BwO therefore functions as a gigantic 
memory or pure past (Mnemosyne). This past is pure in the sense that it does 
not contain entities open to representation; it also makes the present pass, as 
it were.35 Deleuze and Guattari show that this ‘miraculating machine’, which 
attracts rather than repels the desiring machines that populate it, becomes 
determinable (although not determined).36 The ‘disjunctive syntheses of record-
ing’ have the form of ‘either . . . or . . . or’. At this level a life form can engage in 
signifiance – a term that indicates the signifying capacity as the primary effect of 
a regime of signs within the semiotic register.
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In Creative Evolution, Bergson claims that what distinguishes the instinctual 
response from a free response of a thinking organism is that there is a gap 
between the stimulus and response of the latter.37 The disjunctive synthesis 
involves the creation of divergent relations among the series that occur on the 
body without organs.38 It therefore refers to the virtual continuum, ‘a pure fluid 
in a free state, flowing without interruption, streaming over the surface of a full 
body’.39

In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari present the flow and the code as cor-
relative notions. There is no code without the flow and vice versa. It comes as no 
surprise that uncoded flow represents a true nightmare from the point of view 
of any society, for it is quite literally elusive and fleeting. The code, as opposed 
to the flow, introduces a measure of attraction and zones of convergence. The 
coding process is therefore not inclusive, but exclusive, which is to say that it 
is not a matter of the production of production but rather the production of 
recording. It is no coincidence that Lars Spuybroek, the founder of NOX, is not 
only well versed in history but also openly critical of the atemporality associated 
with mainstream modernism.40 His D-Tower from 2003, created in collabora-
tion with the artist Q. S. Serafijn, is a paradigmatic example of the production of 
recording. The tower is 12 metres tall and made of epoxy. During the daytime, 
it is white-greyish, while at night, from 8 p.m., the tower is lit up by LEDs. It 
has four colours. The colour of the day is fed by a website where a group of 
Doetinchem volunteers keep a diary. Each day over the course of six months 
they answer fifty questions about fear, hate, love and happiness. The computer 
measures the day’s emotions based on the answers. At night, it shows the city’s 
emotion of the day: red stands for love, blue for happiness, yellow for fear, green 
for hate. In the words of Brian Massumi:

The tower changes color according to the results, becoming a beacon of the 
collective mood. Affect has been given visual expression. The predominant 
affective quality of people’s interactions becomes visible. This can undoubtedly 
reflect back on the interactions taking place in the town by making something 
that was private and imperceptible public and perceptible. A kind of feedback 
loop has been created between private mood and public image that has never 
existed in quite this way before.41

Whereas UNS seem to be oblivious to the issues of signifi(c)ance, it is quite the 
opposite in the case of NOX. The mood of Doetinchem is not red and blue (love 
and happiness), but either red or blue (love or happiness). It is not the tower 
that is the body without organs, but the whole of Doetinchem. If anything, the 
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tower is an ad hoc organ (without the body). While UNS are concerned with 
the problem (of endlessness), NOX seem to be more interested in the solution 
(or convergence, that is singularities), hence the title of The Architecture of 
Continuity.42 The polar opposite of this continuity, with a noumenal form of 
energy – which refers to the coming together of action-perception-construction 
(relation) – is not discontinuity but endlessness itself (infinite). Of the three 
conceptual personae, it is NOX that most explicitly embrace the Northern Line, 
although, in this particular case, ‘gothic’ can be read as a synonym for Northern 
Line.43 In an interview entitled ‘The Aesthetics of Variation’, Spuybroek cites 
liberally from Worringer:

‘The Ceaseless Melody of the Northern Line’ is one of the chapters in 
[Worringer’s] book Formprobleme der Gotik (1911) – in English, Form in 
Gothic. Let’s just start off with: ‘in Northern ornament repetition does not 
bear this restful character of addition’ – and with this he means classicist 
symmetry – ‘but has, so to speak, a character of multiplication. The inter-
vention of any desire for organic moderation and serenity here is lacking.’ 
A shot right between the eyes of Alberti. Symmetry replaced by repetition, 
by serial rhythms of multiplication. Nobody really understood at the time 
how Worringer could have done this book on the gothic three years after his 
famous Abstraction and Empathy (1908), which became the bible of early 
abstract painters. But it’s the same expressionism: ‘the Northern Line does not 
get its life from any impress which we willingly give it, but appears to have an 
expression of its own, which is stronger than life.’44

What sets NOX apart is the attention to what is going on (genealogy) in what 
happened (archaeology) or the attention to the distribution of singularities on 
the body without organs: ‘Life Constructs. Agency builds.’45 The vagueness of 
BwO is not to be taken as a lack of logic, but quite the opposite. According to 
Lars Spuybroek, it is precisely that which constitutes relations. Most impor-
tantly, these relations are exterior to their terms. It is the relations that create 
the whole, and not the part or finalities, as Spuybroek calls them. Finality, in 
turn, is the polar opposite of generality: ‘things are necessarily vague [not ambig-
uous], since they are one and many at the same time’.46 It is for this reason 
that diagramming is still the most important innovation in architecture, claims 
Spuybroek in ‘Motor Geometry’. On a techno-cultural level, diagramming signi-
fies a move towards metadesign or ‘designing the way of designing itself’.47
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Naked Boxer Eating Oysters: Celibate Machine

Finally, the conjunctive syntheses give rise to the ‘celibate machine’, which, as 
the practical equivalent of the ‘pure future’ (Nietzschean eternal return), unites 
the repulsive tendency of the paranoiac machine and the attractive tendency of 
the miraculating machine.48 The eternal return is defined by Deleuze in a very 
formal manner, as summed up by James Williams in the following proposition: 
only difference returns and never the same.49 This, in turn, means that novelty 
is always an expression of pure differences in new events. The three machines 
– paranoiac, miraculating and celibate – are strictly non-sequential. The last 
one is the locus of jouissance and affirmation: sentio ergo sum. The ‘conjunctive 
syntheses of consumption’ take the form of a reciprocally determined mode 
of existence by (retroactively) concluding ‘so it’s . . .’.50 This is a ‘larval subject’, 
beyond the human, who affirms life by evolving with (rather than within) an 
unrepresentable time, ‘a strange subject with no fixed identity, wandering about 
over the body without organs . . . being born of the states that it consumes’.51 
The conjunctive synthesis therefore involves the creation of convergent rela-
tions among series, an operation which forms ‘individuation fields’ that already 
prefigure the intensive pre-actualisation.

If the interest of UNS lies in the physiological register and that of NOX in the 
register of signifiance, then OMA could be said to have an ongoing interest in 
the psychological, with Voluptas as its form of energy.52 The Downtown Athletic 
Club discussed in Koolhaas’s Delirious New York53 provides for (metropolitan) 
conditions that engender (larval) subjects that consume them. According to the 
architectural historian Hans van Dijk, Koolhaas does not use the club’s section 
only as a corrective intervention in order to resist the banality of the high-rise, 
or for mere programme distribution, as that would amount to the ordinary 
and reductive use of a diagram. Rather, the club’s section becomes a deliberate 
design device to employ the abstract machine, which produces the skyscraper 
and makes it susceptible to the unforeseen.54

We have located the ‘Naked Boxer Eating Oysters – Celibate Machine’ 
in Delirious New York. Here Koolhaas studied how the programmes of the 
 thirty-eight-storey Downtown Athletic Club subverted the usual uniformity of 
the blank-faced tower to become the ‘apotheosis of the Skyscraper as instrument 
of the Culture of Congestion’. The club harbours a sometimes surreal collection 
of activities – squash courts, a swimming pool, a colonic centre and an indoor 
golf course – united only by the circulatory core of thirteen elevators that unite 
and feed all the floors. The ninth combines a room full of punching bags with an 
oyster bar. ‘Eating oysters with boxing gloves, naked,’ says Koolhaas, ‘such is the 
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“plot” of the ninth story, or, the twentieth century in action’. According to Jeff 
Kipnis, the free section is the necessary invention:

A recasting of the metropolis’s vertical infrastructure into a building device to 
achieve the unregulated anonymities – and thus stage the unfettered behaviors 
– that are not possible in free-plan [in order to] detach the subject in a build-
ing from the regime of immediate experience, with its emphasis on satisfied 
expectations and phenomenological, haptic, aesthetic, and symbolic pleasures, 
in order to place them elsewhere as subjects of a different spatial regime, one 
with other pleasures, other expectations, other politics.55

This makes OMA an expert in the ‘production of consumption or consum-
mation’, both libidinal and political, which is virtually the same.56 However, 
by no means does the (quasi) subject come ready-made only to be detached; 
rather, it is reciprocally determined.57 It can therefore only declare (in retro-
spect) ‘so that’s what it was’. It is a ‘celibate machine’. As Arie Graafland writes 
in Architectural Bodies:

Koolhaas describes The Downtown Athletic Club in Manhattan (DAC) as a 
[bachelor] machine where the New York ‘bachelor’ brings his body into peak 
condition. To find that original idea which was ultimately realized in America, 
we must turn to a second machine [‘the culture of congestion’ aka Ginzburg’s 
‘social condenser’ being the first], that of Marcel Duchamp, who a few years 
previous to DAC had realized his La Mariée mise à nu par ses célibataires, 
même [The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even]. . . . Indeed, from 
Beckett to Duchamp, this is an important impulse in the thinking of a number 
of intellectuals at the beginning of this [twentieth] century.58

As we have seen, Deleuze rejects the Kantian restriction of synthesis to the 
active ‘I think’ and the relegation of the passive self to receptivity. That is to 
say that the bachelor or celibate machine is not the same thing as the willing 
machine. The bachelor is a playful suitor, as with Duchamp, hovering on the 
border between the respectable and the unknown, and hence suspect: that is, 
forever produced as a new alliance between the paranoid and the miraculating, 
between desiring machines and the body without organs. The celibate machine 
consequently creates the nomadic subject as a residue, something left over. This 
subject can be an individual, text, practice, architecture or an institution. It is 
an offshoot of a particular constellation of forces. The opposition between the 
forces of attraction (continuum) and repulsion (endlessness) produces an open 
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series of intensive positive elements that are never to reach the state of equi-
librium of a system. Instead, they express a variety of metastable states, which 
a (larval) subject undergoes. It is worth repeating that – contrary to popular 
belief – nomads do not move but stay put. Instead of changing their habitat, like 
migrants or sedentaries, nomads change their habit. The nomadic subject ‘con-
sumes and consummates each of the states through which it passes, and is born 
of each of them anew’.59 As Fadi Abou-Rihan suggests, the conjunctive synthesis 
is ‘quasi traumatic’ in that it acts as the ‘signpost of a radical shift in the subject’s 
thought, perception, and experience’; in other words, a shift in the very manner 
in which the subject deploys ‘itself for itself and for others’.60 He further explains 
the significance of this ontogenetic imbroglio:

Through the conjunctive (it’s me and so it’s mine . . .) synthesis, Deleuze and 
Guattari are effectively redefining insight and in the process rearranging the 
terms if not the relevance of the debate here. The synthesis in question is 
ostensibly a ‘so that’s what it is!’ moment of insight and a clarity identified by 
its effect to reorganize radically not only delirium (thought) but hallucination 
(perception) and intensity (experience) as well. The ‘so that’s what it is!’ is not 
so much a revelation or an uncovering of the subject to itself but the making 
of a subject.61

While the subject does depend on the interaction between I experience, I think 
and I see, Abou-Rihan continues, ‘it is not the sum total of all three moments or 
modes [intensity, delirium and hallucination]; it is an offshoot and a side-effect 
rather than a unity precisely because it is constantly disrupted by its nature as a 
subject in jouissance’.62 In this way Deleuze and Guattari manage to rebut a long 
tradition in both philosophy and psychoanalysis that has insisted on inscribing 
the subject as primarily grounded in thought (Descartes) or language (Lacan). 
Such fetishistic subjects have deluded themselves into thinking in the mode of 
the ready-made that is at the centre of its various experiences and understand-
ings, separate from the constellation of intensities that it undergoes.

This revelation sheds a new light on the critique of Koolhaas’s alleged regres-
sive strategy of frequent reference to retroactivity. Take, for example, his report 
on a student field trip to Berlin in the early 1970s. Under the subtitle Reverse 
Epiphanies, Koolhaas admits to the following ‘negative revelation’: ‘The [Berlin] 
wall also, in my eyes, made a total mockery of any of the emerging attempts to 
link form to meaning in a regressive chain-and-ball relationship.’63 The wall’s 
meaning, according to him, appeared to change almost daily or even hourly, 
often depending on remote events and decisions. ‘So, that’s what it was.’ It 
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turned out that its significance, as a piece of architecture, was in fact marginal. 
Koolhaas, by his own admission, would never again believe in form as the pri-
mary vessel of meaning. How could he, given the ubiquitous capitalist machine 
that decodes flows and deterritorialises the socius, only to conjoin them anew 
on its immanent field in order to extract a surplus value? The question arises 
whether the energy released via production (of consumption) can be reclaimed 
as Voluptas, that is to say not in the sense of regressing to the wall (any wall – 
metonym for architecture) as a territorial sign (coding), and not by overcoding: 
enter the celibate machine. While conscious investment generates subjugated 
groups who privilege power over desiring-production in their attempt to change 
the socius, unconscious or libidinal investment generates subject groups whose 
programmeless politics subordinates the socius to pure desire with no interest, 
cause or teleology.64 At their most experimental, art and architecture have the 
capacity to escape their historical moment. This is the sine qua non of the pro-
ject of defatalisation. Upon receiving the Pritzker Prize in 2000, Koolhaas was 
interviewed by one of the editors of S, M, L, XL, Jennifer Siegler. In some of his 
answers we find an almost uncanny resonance with the ‘production of produc-
tion, recording and consummation’ thesis that we put forward:

Jen:  That must be why you make people nervous. You take in everything. 
People feel that.

Rem:  I can’t ever be oblivious. I wrote a sentence today: ‘The tyranny of the 
oblivious . . .’ My whole life has been about envying the tyranny of the 
oblivious. And feeling the vulnerability of the . . . recorder.

Jen:  Of the what?
Rem:  Of those who record.
Jen:  You call yourself a recorder.
Rem:  The thing is that I have a really intense, almost compulsive need to 

record. But it doesn’t end there, because what I record is somehow 
transformed into a creative thing. There is a continuity. Recording is 
the beginning of a conceptual production. I am somehow collapsing the 
two – recording and producing – into a single event.65

A People Is Missing

It goes without saying that our triad appears too neat.66 However, it bears 
repeating that it is never exclusive. Each of the respective conceptual personae/
aesthetic figures discussed above is a product of a specific machinism and the 
(desiring) machines are part of the same continuum. This means that the three 
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syntheses are irreducible. It is also impossible to circumvent any of them. Yet, 
according to our (schizo)analysis, a difference of emphasis appears neverthe-
less.67 We will refer to it as style. This style is not an effect, but a quasi-cause. 
It may be argued that Dutch architects such as Claus and Kaan and MVRDV 
have an exquisite style. By contrast, we would argue that UNS, NOX and OMA 
have no style. Rather, thanks to the abstract machine or the Northern Line, it is 
style that has them. Let us reiterate that the schizophrenia Deleuze and Guattari 
embrace is not a pathological condition. For them, as Massumi explains, ‘the 
clinical schizophrenic’s debilitating detachment from the world is a quelled 
attempt to engage it in unimagined ways. Schizophrenia as a positive process is 
inventive connection, expansion rather than withdrawal.’68 What sets our triad 
apart – as potential proponents of immanent architecture – is the ambition 
not to fulfil the desire of a ready-made audience but to produce its own audi-
ence and quite literally so. Thus, we emphasise passive syntheses with the clear 
architectural agenda of forcing the shift from the design of form to the design 
of experience. We proceed from the premise that the individual is not form but 
power.69 What we refer to as the ‘mapping of agency’, which is complemen-
tary but antecedent to the well-known agency of mapping, is best explained by 
Deleuze qua Klee in A Thousand Plateaus:

The artist opens up to the Cosmos in order to harness forces in a ‘work’ (with-
out which the opening onto the Cosmos would only be a reverie incapable of 
enlarging the limits of the earth); this work requires very simple, pure, almost 
childish means, but also the forces of a people, which is what is still lacking.70

Consider the juxtaposition with the architecture theorist Robert Somol’s ‘active’, 
that is representational (social constructivist), historical triad, where he starts by 
questioning the stability of form (Table 3.3). By contrast to our ‘passive’ triad, this 
logocentric triad found that form was not neutral, but constructed by linguistic 
and institutional relations. According to Somol, the agenda was first broached in 
Robert Venturi’s deployment of collage as a deviation of form to become infor-
mation or sign, which was not merely compositional but would include both text 
and low-brow references. By contrast, Peter Eisenman’s deviation would move 
to the trace, the missing index of formal processes, stressing absence and the 
conceptual. Finally, John Hejduk would investigate the theatrical construction 
of form through highly orchestrated relations and  instructions, both linguistic 
and contractual. Somol’s three-pronged critique variously  foregrounds: con-
text with Venturi (framing mechanisms outside form); process with Eisenman 
(active procedures within formation); and usage with Hejduk (form’s relation 
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to a subject). For Somol, with the neo-avant-garde, ‘form would be precisely 
subjected to the functions of its linguistic descendants: informing, transform-
ing, and performing’.71 But as Somol professes, yet fails to live up to, working 
diagrammatically is not to be confused with simply working with diagrams. 
That is to say, the (non-formal/sub-representational) mapping of agency is not 
to be conflated with the agency of mapping (in-/trans-/per-forming). Abstract 
machines do operate within concrete assemblages, but they make the territorial 
assemblage open on to assemblages of another type (molecular, cosmic) that 
constitute becomings.

By contrast, Koolhaas in his seminal ‘Generic City’ suggests that ‘molar 
‘Identity is like a mousetrap in which more and more mice have to share the orig-
inal bait, and which, on closer inspection, may have been empty for centuries.’72 
In other words, what makes abstract machines abstract is that they know nothing 
of forms and substances. Form is never subjected to anything.73 Nor is it rep-
resentation of the real as in Michael Hays’s Lacanian systematisation (third triad: 
imaginary – symbolic – real). Despite their apparent  opposition –  projective 
Somol and critical Hays – they share a correlationist stance:  philosophy of access 
and access to access.74 For schizoanalysis, as opposed to psychoanalysis, the real 

Table 3.3 Three architectural triads: a comparative analysis between the (i) authors’ passive, 
(ii) Robert Somol’s ‘active’ and (iii) Michael Hays’s Lacanian systematisation. The difference that 
marks the first is the dissolution of the self-identical subject: first, in the contraption of habit by 
the paranoiac machine; second, in the memory of the pure past by the miraculating machine; and 
finally, in the third synthesis, by the celibate machine, time is witnessed as pure form without 
content, demented, ‘out of joint’. In contrast to the model of recognition adhered to by Somol and 
Hays, the encounter is captured only on the basis of the involuntary thought. It emits signs and 
intensities that are (empirically) imperceptible, sub-representational yet affective.

Source: author.
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= desiring-production.75 In Anti-Oedipus Deleuze and Guattari consider that 
‘the machines of desire . . . no longer allow themselves to be reduced to the 
structure any more than to persons[. They thus] constitute the Real in itself, 
beyond or beneath the Symbolic as well as the Imaginary.’76 Every abstract 
machine is nothing but a consolidated aggregate of (unformed) matters and 
(non-formal) functions, that is phylum and diagram. It is singular and creative, 
real yet non-concrete, actual yet non-effectuated. That is precisely why abstract 
machines can be dated and named: UNS’s paranoiac machine, NOX’s miraculat-
ing machine and OMA’s celibate machine. Not that they refer to architects or to 
architecture (effectuating moments). On the contrary, it is the names and dates 
that refer to the singularities of the machines, and to what they effectuate.
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4 Sensibility is Ground Zero:  
On Inclusive Disjunction and Politics of 
Defatalisation

THIS CHAPTER ENDEAVOURS to rebut a long-standing philosophical and 
psychoanalytic tradition of inscribing the subject as primarily grounded in 
thought or language. As such, the fetishist self-identical subject is deluded into 
being the epicentre of various experiences and understandings, separate from 
the constellation of intensities that it undergoes. Yet, as the philosopher Claire 
Colebrook explains: once we try to think the origin of all that is, the very ground 
of being, then we arrive properly not at the origin of sensibility, but sensibility 
as origin. Sensibility is ground zero. A special agility of mind is required once 
we find ourselves on the metastable ground where things are not logically nec-
essary but merely contingently obligatory. The claim is not that anything goes, 
for that would constitute a regression to postmodernism. Architecture as a 
discipline does not represent culture but is a mechanism of culture. It is flush 
with matter. The architect’s ethos rests on the premise that what is there could 
have been otherwise and that there is no simple correlation between urban and 
social form. The ecological attitude entails no preference for either the tendency 
of the components to couple together or their intrinsic independent behaviour. 
Rather, the processes of both territorialisation and deterritorialisation, both 
striation and smoothing, are to be taken as reciprocally constitutive.

Transcendental Empiricism

Even materialism has to come to terms with the real-yet-incorporeal. Gilles 
Deleuze’s answer is transcendental empiricism, which on the face of it might 
appear to be an oxymoron. However, there is nothing inconsistent about think-
ing immanence this way, for it is transcendental in its refusal of any ‘image of 
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thought’, and it is empirical in its openness to affective encounters.1 The key 
is not to model the transcendental after the empirical as Kant did.2 Instead 
of elevating the empirical to the transcendental, Deleuze describes the real 
structure of the latter without reference to the former. The emerging and the 
emerged pertain to two modes of one reality (monism). Everything starts from 
the sensible but is subsequently extended into the intelligible. Put otherwise, 
the  intelligible is the occlusion of the sensible and not the other way around. 
Moreover, sensations mobilise the differential forces that make thinking possi-
ble. This is what Deleuze means by ‘pedagogy of the senses’.

The convergence of matter and thought is diagrammed in The Fold: Leibniz 
and the Baroque as two floors of a baroque house connected by ‘draperies’. 
The vertical upper floor is described as a closed private room decorated with 
‘a drapery diversified by folds’. The lower horizontal floor contains common 
rooms, with ‘several small openings’: the five senses.3 It is indicative that there 
is no structural homology between the two floors. The form of expression and 
the form of content do not share a form. There is no meta-form. What connects 
the two is a process of progressive different/ciation. The architecture theorist 
Hélène Frichot offers the following interpretation of the allegory:

We can observe in the upstairs apartment of Deleuze’s Baroque house, the 
folds of soul, and below, on the ground floor, the pleats of matter. Upstairs 
the voluminous space of the house is entirely dark, it has no windows to the 
outside . . . Downstairs there are windows, a door, and a . . . set of steps . . . This 
is the realm of the five senses. . . . The event, restless inhabitant of this house, is 
that which neither the material nor the immaterial, neither ground nor upper 
apartment, can entirely account for.4

As it turns out, Deleuze’s philosophical adversary is not Plato, but the great 
systemiser Aristotle, who subsumes particulars under the appropriate generality 
on the basis of resemblance or representation.5 By contrast, Deleuze finds less 
resemblance between a racehorse and a workhorse than between a racehorse 
and a racing car.6 Universality never explains anything, it begs an explanation. 
In the flat ontology, genera are as contingent as the particular species. There is 
no logical relationship between the individual singular and the universal singu-
lar that engenders it. The Aristotelian syllogism, whose prestige has not been 
dented in the slightest over the past two millennia, is still indispensable for dis-
crete (binary) logic. So is Euclidean mathematics for metric (striated) space, as 
well as Newtonian physics for isotropic (absolute) space. But when it comes to 
the logic of continuity (smoothness) it is Leibniz who provides the much-needed 
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conceptual tools. More recently, Deleuze recognised the creative potential of 
science in general, and differential calculus in particular, to deal with becom-
ing. This 300-year-old mathematical convention allows for the treatment of 
relations independently of their terms. Differential relations as linked rates of 
change shift the emphasis from signification to significance, or to the distribu-
tion of singularities structuring the manifold.

As the philosopher of technology Bernard Stiegler repeatedly advocates, we 
ought to stop privileging epistēmē over technē. The same plea applies to the 
discipline of architecture, which continues to privilege ‘archi’ over ‘tecture’. It 
is unfortunate that the self-appointed guardians of disciplinary boundaries are 
working hard to keep the two realms separate. It is equally damaging to privilege 
linguistic theories on account of their academic prestige given the limitations of 
the representational approach. The humanities are simply bankrupt in dealing 
with the real, that is, with dynamic far-from-equilibrium systems.7 They cannot 
but commit the fallacy of conflating the process with the product, a practice 
known as ‘tracing’.8 According to the speculative realist Ray Brassier, Deleuze’s 
alternative is to conceive of Being itself as neither/nor. This is how he spells out 
the Deleuzian concept of inclusive disjunction of actual equivocity and virtual 
univocity:

The inclusive disjunction is characterized by a unilateral asymmetry: the actual 
distinguishes itself from the virtual without the virtual distinguishing itself 
from the actual in return. . . . Being must always be said both as virtual and 
actual; as deterritorialization and as reterritorialization; as smooth space 
and as striated space; as anorganic life and as strata; as nomadic distribution 
and as sedentary hierarchy.9

Instead of relying on the ‘agency of mapping’, thinking needs to go in the 
opposite direction (counter-effectuation), towards the virtual and ‘mapping of 
agency’ (line of flight).10 Despite the temporary decision (effectuation), inclu-
sive disjunction never excludes a potential. The crucial question is: how can 
we unhook ourselves from the points of subjectification that secure us, nail us 
down to the dominant reality?11 Pace Fukuyama-inspired libertarian fantasies, 
the end of history was announced prematurely. What is required as an antidote 
is the politics of defatalisation. We have to remain wary of any determinism.12 
Famously, Nietzsche was critical of Darwin’s all-too-adaptive paradigm. After 
all, it is thanks to the leeway between the level of genes and the level of organism 
(epistrata) on the one hand, and the elbow room between the organism and the 
cosmos (parastrata) on the other, that the new is produced.13 That is why we will 
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never conclusively know what a body can do and why we are destined to perpet-
ual experimenting. And this is to be done neither by submission nor by willing, 
but by meeting the universe halfway.14 In the words of the non-standard archi-
tect François Roche, ‘the stuttering between Resilience (recognizing vitalism as 
a force of life) and Resistance (“creating is resisting”) seems, in a schizophrenic 
logic, a plausible hypothesis’.15

Vital Asymmetry

Back to sensibility as the ground zero.16 The father of pragmatism, Charles 
Sanders Peirce, proposes the following thought experiment. Imagine a pitch-
black cave with no gravity, where one relies exclusively upon one’s own proprio-
ception (joint sense), sense of smell (olfactory) and temperature-sensing (skin), 
the three orders of differentiation.17 Note that these senses only operate locally 
through an interval of change with no reference to extrinsic space. In other 
words, each of them is initially self-referenced. As one navigates the Peircean 
cave, one starts to distinguish between zones in the gradient field and their 
thresholds (there are no clear-cut boundaries). What this means is that the 
movement starts to make the connection. Eventually one is able to identify 
invariants as the three heterogeneous series – proprioceptive, olfactory and 
thermal – start to relate. We gradually witness the concrescence of extensive 
and therefore surveyable space, which is born out of topological intensive space 
of sensation. Smooth space has turned into striated. A surveyable space has 
emerged as a composition from an overlap of vague qualitative voluminousness, 
singular points and pure unextended interval. In the words of Peirce:

The evolution of forms begins, or at any rate, has for an early stage of it, a vague 
potentiality; and that either is or is followed by a continuum of forms having a 
multitude of dimensions too great for the individual dimensions to be distinct. 
It must be by a contraction of the vagueness of that potentiality of everything 
in general but of nothing in particular that the world of forms comes about.18

The speculative pragmatist Brian Massumi stresses that the striated Euclidean 
geometry in no way contradicts the smooth topological one. They are enfolded, 
as are a territory and an earth. The nesting of geometries according to their level 
of generality has been revealed by the mathematician Felix Klein, after whom 
the famous two-dimensional manifold is named.19 We shall deal with the order 
of resilience to transformation qua his Erlangen Programme in more detail 
below. The mutual dependence or reciprocal determination of the smooth and 
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the striated is often overlooked by eager proponents of the topological turn in 
architecture who loathe the non-non-Euclidean geometries.

The world is self-generating from potential. According to Massumi, the prim-
itives of the system are lived abstractions that have a nature of the qualitative 
continuum, and not bits of information (informationist fallacy). What is truly 
remarkable is that the order of movement and space is reversed. Points in space 
do not pre-exist their connection. The logic of sensation leads to the logic of 
relation. Movement does not happen in space. Rather, space is a derivative of 
movement: ‘it is the movement of mapping that makes its own territory and 
territory is made entirely out of sensation; out of experience, out of qualities and 
differential experience: literal world of sensation’.20

The logic of coexistence (relation) is radically different from the logic of sep-
aration (discreteness). Massumi emphasises the stark contrast between Peirce’s 
cave and the most famous cave parable, that of Plato (Table 4.1). Curiously 
enough, in Plato’s version the beholders are immobilised by chains and there-

Table 4.1 Two cave parables. Based on Massumi, ‘The Virtual’. 

Source: author.
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fore compelled to rely on their vision alone, wondering whether (mediated) 
appearances might be but illusions. In the Peircean version there is no room for 
doubt, since everything results from one’s unmediated interaction (contempla-
tive vs participative space). In the short essay ‘Factory’, the media philosopher 
Vilém Flusser makes a similar assertion: ‘homo faber becomes homo sapiens 
sapiens because he has realised that manufacturing means the same thing as 
learning – i.e. acquiring, producing and passing on information’.21 No wonder 
that the sine qua non of most optical illusions is the stillness of the beholder. By 
contrast, seeing is an activity.22 No sensation is truly passive.

Furthermore, positing discreteness as a derivative of the continuum is even 
more fundamental in the eternal issue of which takes ontological primacy, 
permanence or change (being or becoming), usually associated with the two 
opposed Presocratics, namely, Parmenides and Heraclitus. We ought to move 
beyond the simple opposition between the two, which seems to imply a kind of 
symmetry between the striated and the smooth (actual and virtual). The issue 
is often wrongly presented as a matter of perspective, disregarding a crucial 
difference between extracting permanence from change and, conversely, induc-
ing movement to stasis. The cofounder of Objectile, architect Bernard Cache, 
explains the conundrum by reference to the ancient Greek practice of optical 
correction whereby the artist/architect often deliberately distorted the artefact 
in order that it might appear correct. Although Plato recognised the validity of 
such corrections, he objected to the result. In his eyes, to compensate for the 
foreshortening of the statue that is placed atop a column one would need to 
alter the proportions of the original and produce an (inferior) simulacrum.23 
According to Cache, this is because, in comparison with the mathematics of his 
time, Plato lacked the means to cogitate ideas that, due to projective deforma-
tion, remain invariant:

In order to see something other than corruption in [an optically corrected 
artefact], it would have been necessary for Plato to have projective invari-
ants available to him, and in particular the relationship of relationships, that 
second-degree logos Spanish mathematicians rightly call razón doble, which 
expresses the number of that which is conserved in projective deformations.24

Cache offers a short genealogy of invariants: isometric, homothetic, projective 
and topological.25 Simply put, the respective invariants map various degrees of 
permanence despite the change. The question is what kind of relationship gets 
preserved or remains unaffected by the transformation. The most primitive 
invariant is the relationship of identity, an isometric relationship of sameness. It 
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is followed by the second variable invariant which articulates Greek rationality, 
the homothetic relationship. Two figures are homothetic if they are related by 
an expansion or geometric contraction. Prior to the invention of the numerical 
bi-ratio, Desargues and consequently Pascal created the first geometrical pro-
jective invariants, namely, alignment and intersection. Finally, in 1736, Euler 
produces the first topological invariants that are preserved through surface 
deformations of any kind insofar as their continuity is maintained. The most 
frequently used example is the topological sameness between the doughnut 
and the mug, both with a single hole, irrespective of its position or size. Euler’s 
famous formula, which establishes the invariability of the sum of vertices (v) and 
faces (f), reduced by the number of edges (e) for any polyhedron, constitutes the 
first topological invariant.26 This opened up an area of investigation which is far 
from exhausted and without which there would certainly be no concept of the 
body without organs (BwO) as we know it.27

In 1872 Felix Klein grasped this movement of geometric reason which pro-
gresses by inventing increasingly sophisticated invariants as a means of manip-
ulating ever greater variations.28 Thanks to him we can now define the whole 
of geometry as the study of invariants of a particular transformation group.29 
As we have seen, an invariant is exactly what it sounds like, a magnitude that 
does not change under the action of the transformation group, or a set that gets 
mapped on to itself by the same group.30 Klein went on to classify all geometries 
known to him and realised that they formed a hierarchy in which, as we progress 
from Euclidean geometry in the direction of topology, fewer and fewer prop-
erties remain invariant and groups include more and more transformations. 
Conversely, as we regress, the geometric spaces become increasingly less bland 
or more detailed or striated (Figure 4.1). The Erlangen Programme, named after 
the homonymous city in Germany, allowed us to see that all geometry could 
be treated in the same way and that geometries which at first glance looked 
disparate were in fact expressions of the same underlying principles. Without 
succumbing to either unities and totalities, or nominalism, the above sequence 
of symmetry-breaking fits the Deluzian one = all formula of multiplicities. The 
nesting of geometries is thus quintessential for the project of transcendental 
empiricism as a process ontology which is at cross purposes both with the tran-
scendental idealism and naïve empiricism (positivism). The essential thing, from 
the point of view of empiricism, is the noun multiplicity, which designates a set 
of lines or dimensions which are irreducible to one another, as Deleuze explains. 
‘Every “thing” is made up in this way.’31 The new materialist philosopher Manuel 
DeLanda offers the following genealogy of what is perhaps the most important 
Deleuzian concept:

http://everything2.com/title/underlying%2520principles
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Although the creators of these classifications saw in them a purely logical 
construction . . . Deleuze views them as morphogenetic, as if metric spaces 
were literally born from non-metric ones through a loss of symmetry . . . While 
in cardinal series judgments of exact numerical identity of two series can be 
made, in ordinal series only rigorous judgments of greater or lesser differences 
can be made. Deleuze, whose ambition was always to create the first phil-
osophical system based exclusively on positive differences, made a great deal 
out of this link. (The concept of ‘positive difference’ must be contrasted with 
the idea of difference as mere lack of similarity, an idea which introduces dif-
ference in a negative way, as an absence or deficit of resemblance.)32

Topologising

Where does all this leave us in terms of architecture? To adopt a topological 
approach to architecture and urbanism, I would suggest, is to think in terms 
of capacities (to affect and be affected), rather than mere (intrinsic) properties. 
As the anthropologist and cyberneticist Gregory Bateson maintained, capacity 
is always relational: it makes no sense whatsoever to try to understand the 

Figure 4.1 Klein’s Erlangen Programme: different geometries as subgroups, classified by 
invariants under transformations, with topological geometry included.
Source: author.
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 anatomy of half a chicken.33 Sadly, architectural thinking has always had a pref-
erence for proportional invariants. But a preference for simplicity, as Cache 
concludes, has less to do with the elimination of redundant features (legitimate 
use of simplicity arguments known as Occam’s razor) and more with familiarity.

The architecture theorist Jeffrey Kipnis concurs. As has been shown, if we 
trace the evolution of geometry from the descriptive via analytic and projective 
to topology, we get a different notion of mathematical sameness. Sameness is 
Kipnis’s synonym for invariance. At the opposite end of the spectrum from 
the familiar sameness of Euclidean geometry there lies the topological same-
ness in dynamic terms. Kipnis cannot resist an all-too-homological analogy: 
‘Descriptive geometry, like [the postmodern architect] Krier, sought to establish 
categories and to construct membership and equivalence tests in order to con-
trol difference.’34 While projective geometry gives rise to a dynamic rather than 
categorical theory of the same, with topology we can finally arrive at the follow-
ing conclusion, as Kipnis indeed does: ‘Look at the faces and figures around you: 
all variations, no original theme.’35 The architects who allegedly operate under 
this regime of different sameness are the usual suspects: Greg Lynn, Karl Chu, 
FOA, Asymptote and so on. What we get from Kipnis’s analysis is a graphic 
depiction of what the champion of critical architecture Michael K. Hays refers 
to as the ‘smoothing of architecture’.36 It brings to mind the canonical hand-
drawn sketch by the British maverick architect Cedric Price captioned The City 
as an Egg, featuring boiled, fried and scrambled eggs depicting cities of antiquity, 
the nineteenth century and modern times, respectively.37 Kipnis is careful to 
draw the line between the ‘good’ smooth, and the ‘bad’ semiotic-process, archi-
tects. The champion of the latter is Peter Eisenman, who ‘must posit an initial 
primitive [which is] then transformed in steps so that the result stands like an 
indexical record of the transformation, that is, as a text; in other words, the 
train wreck is always read from the train’.38 Conversely, the non-standard archi-
tects avoid both formal typologies and train wrecks to launch variation with-
out origin. Kipnis concludes how, despite a common misunderstanding, this 
approach draws deeper impetus from the dynamic premises of mathematical 
topology than from the aesthetics of shapes. But therein lies the rub. By disen-
gaging the aesthetic from the mathematical, Kipnis effectively sides with those 
who relegate it to an autonomous realm whose criteria of value are supposedly 
nonrational, amoral and apolitical matters of beauty and style.39 What I want to 
suggest instead is that topologising needs to be extended to the aesthetic. The 
space of experience or spatium, which is antecedent to the experience of space, 
is topological.

The continuous variation is first and foremost an effect of movement. And 
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it is not buildings that move; rather, a variation operates in the relation that 
precedes both the object and the subject. On this point Deleuze cites Spinoza: 
‘variation of my force of existing, or . . . vis existendi, . . . or potentia agendi, 
the power of acting, and these variations are perpetual’.40 For Spinoza there 
is a continuous variation, as Deleuze explains, and this is what it means to 
exist. In this light, the Greek entasis for example – the application of a convex 
curve to a surface for aesthetic purposes – is not an optical but rather affective 
‘correction’.41 The same could be said of Michelangelo’s Campidoglio, whose 
trapezoidal shape draws the city closer to the square, as it were.42 This would be 
inconceivable to their Egyptian and medieval predecessors, albeit for different 
reasons. In the words of Erwin Panofsky:

The Egyptian theory of proportions, identifying the ‘technical’ with the ‘objec-
tive’ dimensions, had been able to combine the characteristics of anthropom-
etry with those of a system of construction; the Greek theory of proportions, 
abolishing this identity, had been forced to renounce the ambition to   determine 
the ‘technical’ dimensions; the medieval system renounced the ambition to 
determine the ‘objective’ ones.43

Panofsky thus characterises the Egyptian method as constructional, the classical 
as anthropometric and the medieval as schematic. I would like to suggest that 
the leeway between the technical and objective goes beyond mere anthropo-
metrics and points to a dynamic relationship.44 The leeway between the optical 
(phenomenal) and affective (virtual) seems also to have lost its currency today, 
with some notable exceptions.45 The widely accepted change of terminology 
from the Greek mereological ‘proportion’ to the modern autonomous ‘fraction’ 
is telling. Nonetheless, the dynamic of the assemblage conceived as multiplicity 
cannot exclude the relation of sensory appreciation (for that would be akin 
to the anatomy of half a chicken).46 How could it? If it did, we would operate 
under a veiled modernist (subject/object) framework, despite (or because of) 
all the rhetoric. The plane of composition is not to be conflated with the plane 
of reference, or – cum grano salis – production (object) is not to be conflated 
with its reception (effect). It is even conceivable that the absolute topologising 
would shed a different light on what appears to be the most rigid of geometries 
(phenomenologically).

Let us propose an alternative smoothing cascade which depends on the degree 
to which the construction as a part contributes to the whole: (1) construction 
is ignored as irrelevant, (2) construction is not emphasised, (3) building is the 
construction, (4) construction is the building, (5) construction is central and to 
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be expressed as a style.47 We shall tentatively presume that the gradual increase 
in the degree of performative contribution to the whole is inevitably achieved 
at the expense of some other criteria. To put it naïvely, the less the criteria stem 
from the quasi-objective consideration (construction), the more they become 
quasi-subjective (aesthetic), with a caveat that such clear-cut oppositions are 
purely methodological and not ontological.

We begin with irrelevant construction (1). They are buildings designed as 
graphic or sculptural compositions which often reveal little of the actual con-
struction. In such architecture, the construction itself need not emphasise the 
expression, and the designer is more concerned with the image than with tec-
tonics. The prime aesthetic figure of this approach is (the latter-day) Frank 
Gehry. In What Is Philosophy?, Deleuze and Guattari define an aesthetic figure 
as sensory becoming or otherness caught in a matter of expression. Architecture, 
in this sense, does not actualise the virtual event but incorporates it: ‘it gives it a 
body, a life, a universe’.48

The second embodiment is the one where the construction is not empha-
sised (2). The construction, which is undeniably the supporting structure of any 
building, may not always be visible. However, thanks to the spatial arrangement 
it is possible to sense the presence of the construction without being directly 
confronted by it. The construction can also be less pronounced when it is part 
of architecture rather than proclaiming itself as a construction. An anonymous 
family house will suffice as an example of a construction that is not emphasised, 
a default position of sorts.

When the building is small in scale and built of natural materials, the actual 
construction need not draw attention to itself. In this case other material qual-
ities dominate: the method of assembly, size and dimension, function of space, 
illumination, details, colours, and so on. This applies to the building that is the 
construction (3). An aesthetic figure of this category is (early) Zaha Hadid.

The Industrial Revolution helped to discover and develop new materials. Some 
designers choose to emphasise new, frequently large-scale materials in such a 
way that the construction is not only dominant but is also the essential aspect of 
the building. Not only does the construction make the building possible, it is the 
building itself (4). Functionalism in general, and high-tech in particular, are two 
 twentieth-century styles that emphasise the construction in this way, the aesthetic 
figures being the two British Sirs: Richard Rogers and Norman Foster.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century there emerged a style which drew 
inspiration from nature and emphasised the inseparability of material from struc-
ture. Architects who favour this style examine natural dynamic systems, material 
behaviour and their application in architecture and engineering. The style came to 
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be known as biomimetic architecture (5). Its aesthetic figure is Greg Lynn.49 Its most 
prominent predecessor, however, remains the Catalan Antoni Gaudí.50 As for the 
latest, mainly digitally driven, addition to the construction spectrum, I subscribe to 
Peter Sloterdijk’s view on its (as yet) unfulfilled promise:

Of course biomorphism in architecture is a remarkable thing. But it’s mainly 
an expression of the fact that modern mathematics has caught up with organic 
forms. So we should avoid drawing false conclusions from this phenomenon. 
. . . From the perspective of a coming politics of nature, architectural biomor-
phism should be interpreted as a symbol of the fact that technique has attained 
the necessary savoir-faire to declare its responsibility over organic forms.51

It bears noting that, according to the prominent advocate of biomorphism Neil 
Leach, we are entering a new phase, as the application of parametric (asso-
ciative) tools is shifting up the scale to the level of the urban.52 In any case, 
the spacing of this construction spectrum (1–5) is meant to challenge Hays’s 
excessively phenomenological ‘smoothing of architecture’, referred to above as 
the fallacy of isomorphism, given that the polar opposites of (1) and (5) happen 
to bear the greatest (formal) resemblance. In other words, the logic behind such 
a classification is still one of typologisation rather than topologisation. It suffers 
from what Michel Foucault identified as phenomenalisation.53 Cuvier’s legacy 
seems to have evaporated.

On the level of structure, it is possible to lay out a fitness landscape with four 
basins of attraction or four typical mechanisms. They can be referred to as spe-
cies which deal with acting forces in terms of their redirection: (a) form-active 
structure systems, (b) vector-active structure systems, (c) section-active struc-
ture systems and (d) surface-active structure systems.54 Form-active structures, 
such as the dome, are systems in single stress condition bearing compressive 
(or tensile) forces. Vector-active structures mark systems in coactive stress 
condition: compressive and tensile forces. The most representative example of 
this species is the truss. Section-active systems tame sectional forces (beams) 
through bending stress condition. Finally, surface-active structures are systems 
in surface stress condition. The representative of the species is the tent, with its 
membrane forces.

It is perfectly conceivable that each of the structures (a)–(d) can be incarnated 
in any of the constructions (1)–(5) (Table 4.2). There are simply no grounds for 
judging any of the above as superior, if not aesthetically or in terms of their 
affective power. Once again we turn to the basic Spinozian definition of affect, 
which is an ability to affect or be affected. In the words of Massumi:



88 | ECOLOGIES OF ARCHITECTURE

Right off the bat, this cuts transversally across a persistent division, probably 
the most persistent division. Because the ability to affect and the ability to be 
affected are two facets of the same event. One face is turned towards what you 
might be tempted to isolate as an object, the other towards what you might 
isolate as a subject. Here, they are two sides of the same coin. . . . No need 
to detour through well-rehearsed questions of philosophical foundations in 
order to cobble together a unity. You start in the middle, as Deleuze always 
taught, with the dynamic unity of an event.55

This tectonic digression is meant to illustrate the potency of the concept of 
inclusive disjunction. My plea for topologising as genuine smoothing has no 
other purpose but to adequately conceptualise the event. It is not about what 
happened, but about what is going on in what happens. Foucault lists three 
major attempts at conceptualisation of the untimely in the recent past: neo- 
positivism, phenomenology and the philosophy of history.56 Needless to say, 
they all failed miserably:

Neopositivism failed to grasp the distinctive level of the event; because of its log-
ical error, the confusion of an event with a state of things . . . Phenomenology, 
on the other hand, reoriented the event with respect to meaning . . . from this 
evolves a logic of signification, a grammar of the first person, and a metaphys-
ics of consciousness. As for the philosophy of history, it encloses the event in a 
cyclical pattern of time. Its error is grammatical; it treats the present as framed 
by the past and future. . . . Thus, three philosophies that fail to grasp the event.

Foucault continues by laying down the respective fallacies:

Table 4.2 Construction spectrum and structure state space.

Source: author.
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The first, on the pretext that nothing can be said about those things which 
lie ‘outside’ the world, rejects the pure surface of the event and attempts to 
enclose it forcibly . . . The second, on the pretext that signification only exists 
for consciousness, places the event outside and beforehand, or inside and after 
. . . The third, on the pretext that events can only exist in time.57

It should be noted that Deleuze and Guattari do not recognise abstraction in the 
cascading of invariants in the sense of the principle of parsimony or finding the 
common denominator. In this they resist the geometric abstraction of the art 
historian Wilhelm Worringer, only to embrace ‘a line of variable direction that 
describes no contour and delimits no form’.58 The nesting – with different orders 
of abstraction (relationship of relationship) – offers the basis for the (posthuman) 
leap of imagination. It is a way to perceive the relation exterior to its terms, or 
the realm of the virtual.59 Unlike a transcendent heaven inhabited by pure beings 
without becoming (unchanging essences or laws with permanent identities), the 
virtual could be said to be populated exclusively by pure becomings without being.60 
This, of course, is an asymptotic (unattainable) condition. In other words, once we 
arrive at this ultimate level of pure relationality through counter-actualisation, we 
are not just rid of the contingent actuality (trains and train wrecks), but can begin 
to ponder the alternative processes of individuation, in terms of pre-actualisation. 
Counter-actualisation, in fact, always complements pre-actualisation, as DeLanda 
explains. While the former extracts multiplicities from actually occurring events, the 
latter takes these and allows them to progressively unfold and differentiate (again, 
without fully actualising them). The operation of pre-actualisation would not only 
give multiplicities a certain autonomy from the intensive processes acting on their 
real causes, it would also endow these impassive and sterile effects with whatever 
 morphogenetic power they enjoy.61

Most importantly, in view of our declared anti-essentialist, anti-foundationist 
and defatalising position, granting consistency to virtual multiplicities (as well-
posed problems) endows them in turn with a degree of autonomy from their 
particular solutions. In stark contrast to positivist sciences, the focus is on the 
singularities (invariants of invariants) rather than the forces themselves. But to 
abandon the conventional axiomatic approach in favour of the problematic, one 
needs to dare to leave the familiar behind. After all, laws are not necessary. They 
are facts, and facts are contingent because they can change without an apparent 
reason. Fortunately, there are ways of extracting information from a complex 
topological shape in order to display it in a comprehensible way, courtesy of the 
French mathematician Henri Poincaré. DeLanda explains how the ‘Poincaré 
section’ works:
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An actual system may be ‘sampled’ or ‘sliced through’ to obtain its full 
 quasi-causal component, the entire set of attractors defining each flow pat-
tern and the bifurcations which mediate between patterns. In other words, 
a Deleuzian section would not consist in a mere reduction of the original 
dimensionality, but in an elimination of every detail of the actual event except 
its topological invariants: the distribution of its singularities, as well as the full 
dimensionality of its state space.62

Consider the rabbit–fox (prey–predator) mutual dependence. It cannot be 
grasped by isolating too narrow a sample (in terms of the temporal/spatial scale), 
for that would be merely accidental and, as such, overdetermining. Zooming out 
to the all-encompassing level would result in the opposite: underdetermination, 
which would miss the specificity of the assemblage. By contrast, the Poincaré 
section reveals the long-term tendency of the coupling or a way of determin-
ing a problem without reference to potential solutions. The truth is neither a 
matter of legality as in Kant, nor intersubjectivity as in Husserl, nor a matter of 
interpretation as with hermeneutics. In contrast to the immanent patterns of 
becoming, all of the above are hylomorphic, as they import the guiding principle 
from the outside. The alternative is to become isomorphic, with the quasi-causal 
operator which ensures the irreducibility of problems to their solutions. It is 
only in this way that one can identify specific tendencies and capacities, or what 
Deleuze calls singularities and affects. The effort to open up multiple paths of 
differentiation – lines of flight – prevents one from succumbing to the covertly 
teleological argument of the liberal agenda where all that is required is to fine-
tune the status quo.63

Molecular Revolution

The question of metaphysics has always been that of the ground. According 
to the architecture theorist Mark Wigley, its history is that of a succession of 
different names for the ground – logos, ratio, archē, and so on. Each of them 
designates being, understood as supporting presence for whatever stands like 
an edifice.64 Consequently, before the enquiry even begins, the subject is always 
already determined as enduring above and beyond its transitory predicates. As 
such, it is prevented from affirming the movement of affection. As I have tried 
to argue, the cure is to bracket natural perception, in which every single body, 
quality or action appears as already constituted. In the words of Deleuze: ‘To 
make the body a power which is not reducible to the organism, to make thought 
a power which is not reducible to consciousness.’65 To embrace such a construc-
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tivist stance is to embark on the project of defatalisation.66 The proposal is not to 
be taken lightly in the era of privatising profits and socialising losses.67

Another name for this intensive thinking, which keeps both fatalism and 
instrumental rationality at bay, is ecology. It rejects the law of parsimony 
(Occam’s razor) in favour of the logic of the included middle. As we have seen, 
this logic of continuity must not be collapsed with the logic of discreteness. This 
remains a latent danger and a symptom of the hylomorphic attitude defined 
as the imposition of form upon supposedly inert matter. The warning issued 
almost a century ago by the Russian painter Wassily Kandinsky is as timely 
as ever: ‘There is . . . the danger that mathematical expression will lag behind 
emotional experience and limit it. Formulas are like glue, or like a “fly paper” to 
which the careless fall prey.’68 Before we list the virtues of non-linear thinking as 
the watershed of the politics of defatalisation, let us briefly enumerate the five 
cardinal fallacies of linear thinking:69

1. Closure: once established, systems are not open to outside influences or 
sources of energy or information.

2. Determinism: the laws of linear systems function universally and cannot be 
broken. Effects are proportionate to, and can be accurately predicted from, 
their causes.

3. Reversibility: the laws governing linear systems apply in both temporal 
directions, so that time appears to be inconsequential to them.

4. Equilibrium: forces and counter-forces, as well as actions and reactions, 
tend to balance each other out.

5. Reductionism: the whole is the sum of its parts. Since the parts are not 
changed by their place in the whole, the whole can be reduced to the parts 
that comprise it.

To supersede the engrained culture of law, with its imperative to control and 
predict, is to make way for creative thinking which does not take contingency 
as the mere opposite of necessity. In the words of the godfather of speculative 
realism, Robin Mackay, ‘the thought of contingency stands as a kind of ultimate 
consummation of the puncturing of human conceit . . . It is the bitterest pill 
to swallow, a distillate of everything indigestible that thinking has served up 
to us.’70 The task of transcendental empiricism is to carry out the ambitious 
project of desubstantialisation of the subject for the process (subjectification). 
It was the radical empiricist William James who already taught us that crying 
causes sadness and not the other way around. Similarly, flight is not the result 
of fright. We are afraid precisely because we are fleeing.71 In the same vein, the 
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process ontologist Alfred North Whitehead proposed that the sub-ject ought to 
have been the super-ject all along.72 A derivative status for the subject shifts the 
conceptual coordinates entirely from the a priori (axiomatic) means-to-ends 
logic to the (empirical) attunement to structural coupling (milieu). The linearity 
of problem-solving becomes almost trivial in comparison to what Deleuze and 
Guattari call dramatisation.73 Put simply, the solution’s worth is measured by 
the pertinence of the problem. In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze posited 
that problems/ideas were extra-propositional and sub-representative. These are 
the virtues of non-linear thinking:

1. Openness: systems cannot but be open to outside influences or sources of 
energy or information. The point debunks essentialism, which privileges 
intrinsic properties over and above the exteriority of relations.

2. Singularity: there are no universal laws, for they too evolve. Effects are not 
always proportionate to, and cannot be accurately predicted from, their 
causes. The general lesson of the logic of relation – eco-logic as opposed 
to ego-logic – is that the stable regularities we observe in actuality do not 
have specific causes which can be demarcated and isolated. They can only 
be understood as a dynamic cascade of many processes operating over time 
(topologisation).

3. Irreversibility: time is real. By real we mean irreversible and having real 
effects or consequences. Each thing perfectly expresses not only the state 
of one of the universe’s neighbourhoods during a specific time interval, but 
also its own particular historical trajectory within it.74

4. Metastability: the finite (extensive and engendered) conceals the intensive 
engendering processes of becoming. The proverbial homeostatic fixation is 
responsible for the normalising and thus normative tendency. Moreover, 
the structuralist fantasy of a variably deformable object in a complex vector 
field as the main principle of design must be challenged. By contrast, only 
force can be related to another force. Action on action, and not action on 
object is the formula.

5. Irreductionism: event and novelty cannot be subsumed under some gen-
eral order, because they are emergent properties. Hence, the whole is not 
of the parts, but alongside them and in addition to them. The sciences 
have the tendency to reduce downward to the constitutive elements 
(atoms, quarks, strings), whereas the humanities have the tendency 
to reduce upward (ideology, politics, culture). Both micro and macro 
reductionism are pernicious.75
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To recapitulate, in the linear system there is a correlation between input and 
output. The greater the force, the greater the change. By contrast, non-linear 
systems have no such simple 1:1 correlation. A small cause can produce a great 
effect, or no effect, or variable effect, and so on. In the words of Guattari: ‘While 
the logic of discursive sets endeavours to completely delimit its objects, the logic 
of intensities, or eco-logic is concerned only with the movement and intensity 
of evolutive processes.’76 Process, which Guattari counterposes to system and 
structure, seeks to grasp existence in the very act of its constitution, definition 
and deterritorialisation.

The ethico-political lesson of the logic of relation is that everything is con-
tingently obligatory or ontotopological, and not logically necessary or onto-
theological.77 A life form never pre-exists an event. The exteriority of relations 
is not a principle, Deleuze underlines, it is a vital protest against principles.78 
Resetting ourselves in a metaphysical perspective, as the author of After 
Finitude, Meillassoux, suggests, permits us to reconstruct our existence beyond 
faith alone or the sole opportunism of interest.79 Therein lies a possibility of 
pursuing a genuine politics of defatalisation.

We have seen that the attribute ‘non-linear’ is as meaningful as its counter-
part in the term non-elephant zoology.80 In other words, linearity is very rare, 
except in a (flawed) theory that is more often than not obsessed with mastery.81 
Whereas the generic entails subsumption of an occurrence under an a priori rule 
(form of judgement), the genetic always seeks the rule anew (ethico-aesthetics)82 
(Table 4.3). As Einstein put it: ‘So far as the theories . . . are about reality, they 
are not certain; so far as they are certain, they are not about reality.’83 Not only 
do we need to adopt non-linearity as a major principle, we must also develop 
cartographies of power which do not take shortcuts through complexities.84 The 
lack of exactitude compensated by the rigour of their modus operandi places 

Table 4.3 Features of Linear and Nonlinear Thinking.

Source: author.
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those in charge of cultural production at the forefront of the molecular revolu-
tion.85 Molecular, as in always already collective or social; and revolution, as in 
(inclusive) disjunction or the machinism of singularisation.86
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5 Architecture of Immanence

It’s purely abstract, says Deleuze, these ‘rights of man’, purely abstract, com-
pletely empty. It’s like what he was trying to say about desire: desire does 
not consist of erecting an object, of saying I desire this . . . we don’t desire an 
object, it’s zero; rather, we find ourselves in situations [that are evolving].1

ARCHITECTURE HAS MASTERED metric space – lengths, areas and volumes 
– all too well. The discipline has yet to come to grips with the intensive space 
or spatium. The problem is that, while it drives fluxes of matter and energy, the 
difference in intensity tends to cancel itself out spontaneously.2 An intensive 
quantity is best understood by contrast with its opposite. An extensive quantity 
refers to magnitudes which can be spatially subdivided.3 Conversely, if we split 
a volume of water at 60°C we do not get two halves of 30°C. The same holds 
true for elasticity, pressure, duration, density and colour, not to mention joy, 
suffering, love and hate. In other words, the part-to-whole relationship – which 
remains perfectly suitable for the register of the extensive – needs to be rad-
ically rethought in order to capture the whole, which is not of the parts, but 
alongside them and in addition to them.4 However, this is not a plea for a (royal) 
parametricist modus operandi. Quite the contrary: technological (or any other) 
determinism needs to be kept at bay in favour of a (minor) heuristic practice.5

Consider the following precedent from the realm of art. In 1913 Marcel 
Duchamp produced what he considered to be his most important (anti- retinalist) 
work: Three Standard Stoppages. Duchamp cut three lengths of thread of one 
metre each, dropped them in free-fall from the same height and reified their 
contingently acquired shapes into three respective ‘yardsticks’. The relation 
among the three thread events, as he called them, diminished the authority 
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of the (conventional) metre. His new measurement scheme was a qualitative 
system which took as measure the approximate relation among events (con-
tingently obligatory situation), instead of the quantitative method of the metre 
(logical necessity): ‘That was really when I tapped the mainstream of my future. 
In itself it was not an important work of art, but for me it opened the way – the 
way to escape from those traditional methods of [representation] long associ-
ated with art.’6

Le Corbusier’s famous sketch The Four Compositions, accompanied by 
 marginal notes, is quite revealing in this respect (Figure 5.1). It depicts an evo-
lutionary chart of the container-to-content relationship, with the La Roche-
Jeanneret House in Paris (1) and the Villa at Garches (2) as the polar opposites.7 
The spectrum (1-3-4-2) spans the vernacularesque inside-out on the one hand, 
and the boxlike interior (content) subordinate to the exterior (container) on the 
other. It can be read as an attempt to navigate between the Scylla of mechan-
icism and the Charybdis of organicism,8 that is to say, between two respective 
constructivisms: the additive principle of the small form and the subtractive 
principle (hollowing out) of the large form.9 The distinction is appropriated 
from Cinema 1: The Movement-Image (1983), where Gilles Deleuze associates 
the large form with the SAS′ formula: from situation (S) to transformed situ-
ation (S′) via intermediary of action (A). The small form moves from action to 

Figure 5.1 Le Corbusier, The Four Compositions (Les quatres compositions) (1931): (1) La Roche-
Jeanneret Houses in Paris (1923); (2) Villa at Garches (1927); (3) Villa at Carthage (1929); and (4) 
Villa Savoye at Poissy (1929–31).
Source: © FLC/ADAGP c/o Pictoright Amsterdam 2020.
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situation, towards new action (ASA′). In the former, action is induced by situa-
tion, while the latter operates according to a reversed sensorimotor schema. In 
Deleuze’s words, this is to ‘contrast the univocal large organism which embraces 
the organs and functions to the actions and organs which are gradually formed 
in an equivocal organisation’.10 It is important to note that the two conceptions 
– global and local – are not opposed, but rather express different ways of con-
stituting the mereological relationship: ‘The limit of the first would be empty 
space, but that of the second would be disconnected space’.11

There are also conditions under which one can move from one space to 
the other. The two limits are themselves reunited in the notion of ‘any-space- 
whatever’, or what can be referred to as the phase space.12 In the world of 
cinema, according to Deleuze, Chaplin’s genius lies precisely in mastering both 
forms simultaneously (3). The example of the Four Compositions is meant to 
demonstrate that Le Corbusier was aware of the issue: a piece of architecture is 
not to be defined either by its elements (too easy) or by a centre of unification or 
comprehension (too difficult), but by its invariants in the face of transformation 
(tendency/virtuality). There is nothing dialectical about this procedure (differ-
ence as opposition/negation). It is a matter of the relations of speed and slow-
ness; it is a situation (differential).13 Forces have different speeds and economies, 
explains Claire Colebrook, and a tendency is just a specific relation between 
expenditure and conservation.14 Despite Le Corbusier’s (high modernist) rhet-
oric, this could only be achieved in the process of experience/experimentation 
(ethico-aesthetics/affect). Prescriptions such as the (in)famous Five Points are 
ipso facto always retroactive.15 So is, or ought to be, any manifesto.

Scott Lash argues that, in fact, there have always been (at least) two mod-
ernisms: ‘on the one hand, American and French modernism that has been 
largely aestheticist in character, and British and German modernism that is 
social-critical in character. The Franco-American tradition is more likely to be 
formalist and stereotomic, while the Anglo-German tradition is more likely to 
be structuralist and tectonic.’16 Seemingly, little has changed since the Middle 
Ages, with Romanesque architecture on the one hand and Gothic on the other.17 
However, one ought to be suspicious of any attempt to describe history from a 
transcendental perspective, for it inevitably leads to an empty categorisation 
and periodisation of events. In the words of John Rajchman: ‘In his noo-ology 
Deleuze thus tried to free philosophy and the “time” of philosophizing from the 
whole idea of epoch, and so from portentous images like the self-realization 
of Spirit or “Destining” of the West.’18 It is always a question of concrete and 
evolving situations (assemblages).19

As for the current architectural state of affairs, organicist stereotomy in the 
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guise of biomimetics seems to be gaining the upper hand.20 Perhaps it was to be 
expected as a reaction to the hegemony of high-tech tectonics from the last quar-
ter of the elapsed century. The choice seems to boil down to either the naïveté 
of techno- utopian neo-scientism on the one hand, or the solipsism of ‘poetic’ 
neo- phenomenology on the other.21 Labyrinth and sphere. No wonder that the 
claimants of the title of the current architectural avant-garde should be split along 
precisely this line: Zahaesque topological parametricism vs Sejimaesque Euclidean 
minimalism.22 Empathy and abstraction? What we expect from the machinic or 
eco-logical alternative is not a reactive and thus reactionary attitude, but a positive 
determination beyond ex-futurism and neo-archaism. It might just hold the secret 
of how to go beyond the totality derived from the parts and the totality from which 
the parts emanate, to produce an architecture of immanence.
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6 The Impredicative City:  
or What Can a Boston Square Do?

It is necessary first to see the machine at work before attempting to deduce the 
function from the structure. (Canguilhem, 1992)1

The . . . City is sociology, happening. (Koolhaas, 1995)2

A system is simple if all its models are simulable. A system that is not simple, 
and that accordingly must have a nonsimulable model, is complex. (Rosen, 
2000)3

Introduction

IN HIS PHOTOGRAPHIC series Selected People, the American photographer Pelle 
Cass displays a remarkable space-time axis reversal, the striking simplicity of which 
exemplifies the schizoanalysis of the city.4 The prefix ‘schizo’ is used to designate 
resistance to the paranoiac fixation on a single (and supreme) source of all significa-
tion.5 The subject matter of his experiments takes us to a square in Boston. Yet, in 
terms of our investigation, the choice is purely contingent. Our ambition is to map 
the becoming of a specific place by way of non-correlationist hetero-poietic mat-
tering, irremovable impredicative (autocatalytic) looping and non-local causing.6 
In simple terms, it is the movement that determines the space, not the other way 
around. As Deleuze put it in his theses on movement, ‘the production of singular-
ities (the qualitative leap) is achieved by the accumulation of banalities (quantita-
tive process), so that the singular is taken from the any-whatever, and is itself an 
any-whatever which is simply non-ordinary and non-regular’.7 We will follow his 
call to renounce any order of preference, any teleology.
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Our chapter will draw upon schizoanalytic cartography to concentrate on 
perception which occurs not on the level at which actions are decided but on 
the level at which the very capacity for action forms. If representation is a means 
to an end (tracing), cartography is a means to a means (intervention). The goal- 
oriented human action cannot be used as the design criterion because the free-
dom of action is never a de facto established condition, it is always a virtuality.8 
This antecedent level of potentialisation is proto-epistemological and already 
ontological. It concerns change in the degree to which a life form is enabled vis-
à-vis its (built) environment.9 It is precisely the reciprocal determination of the 
life form and its environment (mode of existence) that makes perception a per-
tinent area of study. After all, living has interests that do not (always) coincide 
with those of thinking and it is for this reason that one perceives invariants, not 
forms.10 To depict, one has to learn to perceive form. To design (built environ-
ment), one has to unlearn to perceive form, as we will attempt to demonstrate 
with the help of Cass.

The life form never pre-exists an event, hence the prefix ‘life’ or, more to 
the point, the city-life-form. Simpler still, action, perception and environment 
are located on a continuum. Only recently have biologists conceded the effect 
that niche construction has on the inheritance system, whereby a life form 
does not passively submit to the pressures of a pre-existing environment, but 
actively constructs its existential niche – the city as a case in point.11 Baldwinian 
Evolution, or evolution by epigenetic means, is achieved through accumulation 
and improvement of cultural artefacts and practices. The quote ‘we shape our 
cities; thereafter they shape us’ is to be taken literally.12 This is to say that, 
under the onto-topological commitment, experience is not an event in the 
mind. Rather, the mind emerges from an interaction with the environment. 
The implications for the discipline of architecture and urbanism, considering 
its role in the ‘evolution by other means’,13 remain significant and binding. It 
is from this perspective that we will challenge the predominant homeostatic 
fixation on structure in architectural thinking in favour of the event-centred 
ontology of relations.14 Moreover, we will insist that relations are irreducible 
to their terms.15 The process – counterposed to the metaphysics of substance – 
seeks to grasp existence in the very act of its becoming.16 Architects cannot take 
geometric ideologies as their starting point. Instead, as Guattari would have it, 
they need to think in terms of ecologies, that is, transversally cutting across the 
scales of the socius, the psyche and the environment.
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Urban Schizoanalyses

The city as the ‘noumenon closest to the phenomenon’ has to be theorised 
by keeping both mechanistic reductionism and vitalist essentialism at bay.17 
This is the lesson of Deleuzian machinism, which maintains a strict distinction 
between virtual singularities as irreducible emergent properties of systems (the 
problem) and the actual system itself (the solution). To put it bluntly, let scien-
tists and engineers focus on problem-solving. No one does it better. However, a 
problem always gets the solution it deserves. What we want to claim for art and 
architecture is the domain of problem-making (counter-effectuation). Human 
beings might be excellent at passive adaptation, but in the Anthropocene they 
must become better at active existential niche-construction. Instead of chang-
ing habitats as migrants do, they are forced to change habits as nomads do.18 
Paradoxically, nomads stay put. They take intensive travels, rather than exten-
sive. In the first part of this chapter we will embark on one such intensive jour-
ney, at the end of which four lessons will be drawn. In the second part we will 
change the speed of delivery and style of argumentation in order to speculate on 
a new image of thought. This image of thought reconstrued as ‘thought without 
an image’ is not restricted to the representation, correspondence or adequation 
of a self-identical object to a self-identical subject, but foregrounds the recip-
rocal determination of the knower and the known. As Claire Colebrook put it:

Not only could there not be a subject as some fully self-present substance 
that subsisted and persisted before and beyond all relation, for the very self as 
identity must refer back to (and therefore be different from itself); but also, any 
supposed ground from which relations would unfold must itself be effected 
from relations. . . . the actualized world of constituted terms does not exhaust 
what can be said to be: actuality emerges from virtual tendencies, and those 
tendencies could always create new systems and new terms.19

First, a few caveats and one concrete example are in order. Architects are pro-
verbially good at primary or predicative properties such as lengths, heights and 
depths. Take a ruler, take an object and juxtapose them. What the discipline 
needs to unlock are relational properties. An example of such an impredicative 
property is a walk-on-able surface where the conditions and the conditioned are 
determined at one and the same time. Affordance is expressed by one’s relation 
with another object (like a primary property) and actualised in one’s relation 
with another object (unlike a primary property). This neologism was coined by 
the founder of the ecological approach to perception, J. J. Gibson:
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An affordance is neither an objective nor a subjective property; or it is both 
if you like. An affordance cuts across the dichotomy of subjective–objective 
and helps us to understand its inadequacy. It is both physical and psychical, 
yet neither. An affordance points both ways, to the environment and to the 
observer.20

This puzzle has eluded us across three centuries. Primary and relational prop-
erties are two different yet complementary concepts sustaining two differ-
ent yet complementary causalities, related to the dynamic and static geneses 
respectively.21 The impredicative loop is built by interacting (actual) parts that 
cause an incorporeal (virtual) effect, which in turn becomes a (non-dynamic) 
 quasi-cause by determining the degrees of freedom for the very interacting 
parts.22 Proscription: the a priori. Prescription: cartography.

Any Square Whatever

In this part we will address the issue of how the urban milieu defies analysis 
based on primary properties, description and intentionality or phenomenolog-
ical surveillance. We propose to regard the municipal or metropolitan fabric 
solely as a conjunction of flow, as an actual, physical and virtual aggregate which 
stretches along several temporal and spatial axes. We will map this relational 
space by examining a single image by Pelle Cass. To that end, it will be imper-
ative to switch recursively from the mode of analysis, to the analysis of image, 
to the image itself and back again. With the mode of analysis we indicate a 
static type of visual examination of a digital reproduction of the digital file, now 
located in the printed environment of a book, or even as an electronic book. The 
analysis of the image itself provides more difficulty, because we cannot speak of 
the image as such. It is not only the continuous change of milieu (field or plane) 
which modulates the experience of the image, but also the continuous change of 
the beholder which changes the image. The temporal consequences of recogni-
tion in re-seeing cause the image to become its own context. After all, the image 
can never be unseen. Even the very anticipation of the image creates a pretext 
for seeing the image for the first time – not to mention the cultural, gender, 
age and other backgrounds which have already charged each viewer with a 
completely different set of perceptual sensitivities. Then there is the image itself, 
which can never be understood as anything other than what it does with the 
viewer at the specific moment that it is viewed. An image is immanent, it is not 
a representation of something else, just as every depiction is already a selection 
of all there is to a certain situation.
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In his photo series Selected People, Cass exemplifies a fitness landscape which 
itself resists reification. In the image called Shoppers 2, Quincy Market, Boston 
(Figure 6.1), we can see a pedestrian surface which appears to be a square filled 
with a blend of North American people walking in a multitude of directions. 
Although the image reveals no information about the connecting streets or 
places, all present on the image seem to have a vague sense of bearing and seem 
to strive to stay on a specific track, albeit in a very casual way. There seems to be 
a balanced selection of persons in terms of gender, race and age, and there is no 
hint of violence, threat or misbehaviour. The picture was taken on a warm day, 
most of the ‘inhabitants’ of the image wear summery outfits, yet there are no dis-
tinct shadows, suggesting that the square was overcast during the time the pho-
tograph was taken. At first glance the image appears to be a natural depiction 
of a mild afternoon in a leisurely environment – presumably an area near the 
Quincy Market in Boston, as the title suggests. The photo was not taken from 
an exceptional angle, but perhaps out of the window of an adjacent building. 
The artistic style does not seem to have an urge to draw attention to itself, nor is 
there any trace of complicated procedure in terms of production or any specific 
technical requirements in order to make this image. The only anomaly that is at 
first detected is a seemingly predominant penchant for orangey-yellow colours 
in this city. Then there is the crowdedness of the place, which does not seem to 
bother any of the actors in the frame. Yet this first impression is deceptive.

Figure 6.1 Source: Pelle Cass, Shoppers 2, Quincy Market, Boston, 2013.
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On second inspection, the number of inhabitants of the image is much smaller 
than at first appears to be the case. We observe that most of them are duplicated, 
triplicated or multiplied many times over. This immediately explains the previ-
ously detected anomalies. The colour dominancy is caused by the multiplication 
of a handful of people wearing outfits in the same hue. Secondly, it is clear that 
the deceptive mutual unawareness is caused by the fact that they were never in 
a crowd to begin with. They simply could not see each other at the moment they 
were there. Note that for many it would be possible to see the other(s) from their 
position, but not at that particular moment, procuring a first step in what we 
have called space-time axis conversion. The method used here must consist of 
layering several images taken from the exact same angle and position, in which 
only a few of all the possible postures are actually used in the final product. This 
tells us that what we see is already a selection of possibilities and cannot be 
mistaken for a non-constructed depiction. Even the colour scheme comes into 
question again. It could well be that the author of the post-production of the 
photograph chose only those with a certain tint of yellow for the image.

The author must also have made a second choice, to do with the credibility of 
the image. If any of the people were superimposed, creating multiplications of 
themselves, or blending with others, that would immediately alarm us. Despite 
the fact that the image is already highly manipulated and heavily hyperrealis-
tic, having people blend into each other would make it worse, which is a nice 
indication of the elasticity of our imagination. The author must have invested 
much care in giving everyone their own niche, and thus limiting all potential 
options dramatically. Once the woman with the trolley was featured more or 
less in the middle of the image, most subsequent options were already rendered 
impossible. As soon as all the photographer’s ‘free gifts’ were placed (such as 
the girl with the ponytail facing herself or the woman with the sarong), the rest 
had to follow automatically. Note that we have not even begun to address the 
content of the image itself, or its meaning and connotations, and we will not do 
this either, as it is completely gratuitous. It does not matter if it was winter, or if 
the people were Polish, or if the woman with the trolley was placed in the image 
first. The image is industrially produced, only following the drift of its inhabit-
ants based on very pragmatic rules and principles. The image is not an image 
about subjects. Rather, it goes straight to the heart of the matter: the urban flow. 
And this is what makes this image so strong.

The (photo-)camera has often been seen as an extension of the eye, an artifi-
cial medium in the way McLuhan would describe an ‘extension of man’.23 The 
tool is used as a hylomorphic instrument to carve a soul out of the optical sensa-
tion. It enables us to witness the vivre and style of the artist in charge of the pro-
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duction. Cass, however, uses the instrument in a different and, we would claim, 
constructionist way. The obvious quality of photography is to instantly freeze 
time, and the quality of cinema is to bring us the movement-image. Bodies are 
not described in movement, but instead the continuity of movement describes 
the object. In fact we could not even describe Cass as a photographer, not only 
because he manipulates his products in the way an editor of a film would do, 
but because he photographs literally everything. Yet it is the selection he makes 
and the intervals he chooses to put in between each section that defines what 
he does. We could call him the intervalist. The strength of this mix lies in the 
fact that Cass specifically uses some weaknesses of both photography and film. 
Photography does not excel in sequencing (at least not in one picture) and film 
does not shine in arresting time or in creating time out of space (but it does excel 
in the creation of space out of time). Thus, Cass draws upon the weakest points 
of both these media to create this new world, the existing-yet-never- directly-
visible momentum ‘no longer recomposed from formal transcendental elements 
(poses), but from immanent material elements (sections)’.24

Lesson One: Haptic Space

There are four good reasons for this lengthy exposure of the image. Firstly, the 
image shows us all the basic principles that drive and create the city in all its 
appearances. And the abstraction imposed upon it helps us to see different pat-
terns and grids, attractors and repellers, drives and affects. We see the futurity, 
which holds the potential of multiple actualisations. Of all the physical, mental, 
economic, affective and physiologic flows, we see only a few highlighted. The 
selection is already made; that is why we are in no need of a narrative, for it does 
not matter why someone is moving from this spot to the next, or why some paths 
are more often chosen than others. What matters is the mere fact that it occurs 
and that we can witness it, following a single basic rule: no person can create 
the same space at the same time as someone else. Paths can be slightly diverted 
or temporally disrupted, affective encounters may cause slowings-down or 
 speedings-up or path changes, but on a meta-modelling level all will remain the 
same.25 We are witnessing a metastable system in progress, spatially compressed 
to enable temporal expansion. It is the description of space being produced by 
time. Time is the third dimension, not the fourth. Any shape of chronos stands 
to kairos as a Euclidean optical space stands to a haptic topological space. This 
means that the first movement creates a space that is forever occupied. This first 
space will set the agenda for the emergence of the next and so on. And even 
long after the first space has been vacated it will never be non-space again, it will 
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always be charged by its own quasi-causality. It has dictated the next step and 
the next. The square has never been empty. And that shows itself most clearly in 
the editing of Pelle’s image; once the first person is placed, the whole grid snaps 
into place, a mild grid, but a grid nevertheless. The established relations are only 
ever contingently obligatory. Unlike those that are logically necessary, these 
relations are not conceptual but immanently causal.26

Lesson Two: Absolute Survey

Secondly, there is the most pragmatic level. It is about the place itself: the 
square, which allows for a multitude of engagements. In our case this place is 
used primarily for transit, and the variety of destinations of the inhabitants of 
the image suggest that there are several options to connect different points. We 
can also see that there is a tendency towards the vertical crossing of the square, 
but because of heavy manipulation we cannot be sure of that. Or can we? The 
applied abstraction serves as a filter, a stroboscopic filter. It only illuminates the 
situation with a certain interval, rendering deeper layers and patterns of flow 
visible by way of absolute survey, or the capacity to surpass the given.27 This 
Spinozian ‘third kind of knowledge’ precedes the emergence of the phenome-
nological ‘aboutness’ and its finite movement from one discrete part to another. 
The survey is absolute by virtue of its infinite speed, which reveals a consistency 
of the heterogeneous whole without reducing it to the parts.28 It shows the 
chatoyancy of the city.29 In the image we can see two market stalls at the edge of 
the compass card. They were probably not allowed to be located in the middle 
of the place, as that would excessively disrupt flows. This type of interven-
tion by municipal regulations is often mistakenly thought to be contributing to 
city-making, while we all know that laws are always constructed ex post facto. A 
beautiful example of (a comment on) phallic thinking is the short film by John 
Smith, The Girl Chewing Gum, from 1976. As with our Boston image, it takes 
a while to realise that the instructions given in the film are in fact descriptions 
of the scene that immediately follows. The film is edited in such a way that the 
sound precedes the image and the tone of the voice is set in an instructive mode, 
rather than a descriptive tone.

Lesson Three: Energetics

Thirdly, the image addresses flows as a two-step sling. Let us assume for a moment 
that life forms are driven by two forces and not dispute or discuss the nature or 
origin of these forces. The first layer could be called desire (aka aspiration, aka 
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agency) and the second one affect. To be clear, this is not an attempt to classify affect 
as a secondary force, or to mimic Silvan Tomkins’s classification of putting affect 
into nine categories.30 But could we regard autonomous drives (such as the need for 
food, sex, shelter, warmth etc.) as being the deep attractors in Waddington’s epi-
genetic landscape (Chreod) and name them desires, and could we take connected 
drives (such as interactions, stimuli, preferences) as specified forms of drives and 
call them affects?31 In that case – in relation to Waddington – affects can be seen 
as accelerators, the differences that make a difference, and the desires can be seen 
as the strength of the attractions.32 The depth of the attractor is to desire what the 
(up- and downward) tangent is to affect. In this image we can see that some inhab-
itants have clear goals, they walk with a pragmatic purpose, coming from one place 
to go to another. Yet the exact path is never completely predictable; along the way 
there can be diversions, obstacles, interactions (positive or negative), attractions, 
collisions (or the avoidance thereof) and so forth. In other cases we can see people 
being driven by the need for interaction; they meander around the place in search 
of interaction (shopping, inspiration, das Mittendrin sein, flirtation, perversion and 
so on). The need for interaction can be seen as a meta-drive, as it provides us with 
the potential to resolve the myriad of specific drives (molecular perspectivism of 
drives, not of molar egos). Perhaps it is more precise to refer to it as an intra-action. 
In contrast to inter-action, which presupposes molar individuals that precede their 
interaction, Karen Barad’s neologism signifies the mutual constitution of entangled 
agencies that remain antecedent and exterior to the relata.33

Lesson Four: Posthumanism

We come to the fourth and final lesson that we can learn from the image: 
debunking a system of vanity and the megalomania of correlationism, or how 
to break through the anthropocentric frame of reference. The market had been 
there before the marketplace as such existed. This square is just an expres-
sion of the infra-action which resonates transindividually.34 The wound was 
always here, we just lived to embody it.35 The flow dictates its causes; roadside- 
restaurant as the ultimate new city, completely attuned to modern flows, con-
verters, hubs, the parking lot. Post-surveillance, auto-surveillance, engendering, 
emplacement. Meta-narrative, sub-narrative. Religiosity, despairing, clairvoy-
ance, abiogenesis. The voyeur, the flâneur. They all belong to this world. In 
Difference and Repetition Deleuze gives due credit to his nemesis’s achievement: 
‘Kant is the one who discovers the prodigious domain of the transcendental. He 
is the analogue of a great explorer – not of another world, but of the upper or 
lower reaches of this one.’36 The transcendental, it must be underscored, is not 
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transcendent but always a product of immanence or ‘thisworldlyness’.37 For our 
purposes, it is worth remembering that Deleuze and Guattari tether transcend-
ence to the state, while making a strong connection between immanence and 
the city: ‘[cities] develop a particular mode of deterritorialization that proceeds 
by immanence; they form a milieu of immanence’.38 The irony of Pelle’s image 
about flows is that it shows so clearly that the days of pilgrimage are over. The 
image comes to you, you don’t need to go to the image.

Grades of Sense

There is arguably no greater influence upon architectural thinking than René 
Descartes and his metaphor of the ghost in the machine. The ecological psy-
chologist Michael Turvey provides an updated version of this metaphor.39 
Nowadays, to establish a link to the outside world, the ghost has all the digital 
media at his disposal. Let us briefly revisit the three Cartesian grades of sense 
as spelled out by Turvey. The first is strictly physical and accessible through sci-
ence in general and mechanics in particular. The second grade of sense is more 
challenging, as it concerns qualia, or secondary qualities. It is hybrid, physical 
and mental. How do agitated molecules of carbon and oxygen become the expe-
rience of redness and warmth of colour? The answer to this (hard) question lies 
in probably the most influential scientific metaphor of all times, namely, that the 
relationships between the two grades follow from the mere arrangement of the 
machine’s organs every bit as naturally as the movements of a clock follow from 
the arrangements of its counterweights and wheels.40 The third, mental grade of 
sense concerns the notions of formal systems and goes beyond the mechanistic 
conception just described. It took a few centuries for this quasi-rational sym-
bol-manipulating process to catch on.

Before listing the influential assumptions originating in the seventeenth cen-
tury, let us note that the current discourse around speculative realism is divided 
on the very issue of primacy of the first two grades of sense, derivative of the 
bifurcation of nature that Alfred North Whitehead denounced as the most seri-
ous error of modern Western thought.41 The editors of the Speculations issue 
on twenty-first-century aesthetics offer a helpful broad-brush picture of a new 
struggle between rationalism and empiricism within contemporary speculative 
philosophy in general and its take on aesthetics in particular:

For the contemporary rationalists, mathematics (Meillassoux) and science 
(Brassier) dictate the discourse on and the place of aesthetics within the larger 
framework of epistemology with the concomitant intent to hunt down any 
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manifestation of the, in their view, illusory ‘immediacy thesis’. The empiri-
cists (Harman and Grant, but also Shaviro and Morton) in turn insist upon 
‘immediacy’ and a theory of taste in disguise holding that we immediately taste 
something before we conceptually know it.42

The authors concede that the dichotomy is too neat. Yet, it is symptomatic enough 
of the contrast between, on the one hand, the resilient seventeenth- century 
assumptions of inertness, context-independent parts and local (contiguous) 
cause and, on the other, the twenty-first-century hypotheses of self-organising 
matter, systems with irremovable impredicative loops and non-locality. Drawing 
upon Turvey, we will demonstrate that it is high time we dismantled the ghost-
in-the-machine model so that neither the ghost nor the machine survives.43 For 
this we need to update our inadequate all-too-representational toolbox. There is 
no better testing (groundless) ground for the task than the city. As Guattari put 
it, ‘the aesthetic rupture of discursivity is never passively experienced. It leads to 
heterogeneous levels which must be related to a heterogenesis’.44

The Clock as the Image of Thought

Let us list the essential seventeenth-century mechanistic assumptions. First, 
locality dictates that all causes are local by contact. From the angle of aesthetics, 
the question is: what might be taken as the proximal, contiguous cause of some 
particular experience? Aesthetics is defined here in the most general sense of 
sensory or, per negativum, the opposite of anaesthetic.

Second, matter is passive and inert, lacking any morphogenetic capacity. If a 
thing itself moves, then one part of it must be the mover and another part that 
which is moved. It is in this way that the absence of self-cause or self-motion 
gets resolved. Here the ghost in the machine becomes the unmoved mover.

Third, the entailment assumption, the legacy of Newton, who proposed the 
single entailment mode, whereby the present entails the immediate future. In 
contrast to Aristotelian categories of causation, Newton holds that only an effi-
cient cause is properly causal. Causal chains flow from parts to whole and never 
the other way around. This is the predicative direction, the way one writes 
computer programs. The lack of reflexivity effectively eliminates the possibility 
of autocatalysis with interdependent parts. It eliminates a quasi-formal cause 
related to Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘exteriority of relations’, or the relation that 
is exterior to its terms and as such presents ‘a vital protest against principles’.45 
There are two more (reductionist) assumptions that follow from the entailment 
assumption: the component and superposition assumptions. The former posits 
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that parts are context-independent, while the latter states that the whole is 
the sum of its parts. In spite of the inadequacy that the interiority of relations 
suffers in the realm of biology and psychology, had it not been for these mech-
anistic hypotheses the whole enterprise of modern science would have been 
unimaginable. In the Deleuzian parlance the image of thought expressive of 
this paradigm is the clock. In the context of this chapter, we would have to 
imagine the city as the clock. If we take the clockwork city and break it into its 
constitutive parts, they retain their particular functions. In other words, synthe-
sis becomes analysis in reverse. According to Turvey, the pure reversibility of 
putting together and taking apart prescribes both the ghost and the machine:

The two assumptions of local contiguous cause and inert matter give us a pre-
scribed ghost. Entailment is recursion in which the present, and only present, 
entails the immediate future. And, with context-independent components, 
analysis and synthesis are reciprocal and components entail function. These 
give us the machine, they prescribe the machine.46

What would be the ‘thought without image’, which rejects identity as the 
governing principle and instead embraces multiplicity, singularity and pure 
(non- dialectical) difference?47 Perhaps the hypotheses of non-locality and 
active matter taken together will suffice to proscribe the ghost, while multiple 
entailment modes and reflexivity with context-dependency will proscribe the 
machine.48 Of the two, the machine might turn out to be the tougher nut to 
crack. In the case of the city, the material, formal, efficient and final causes are 
not only indiscernible but also constantly mutating. The interacting parts pro-
duce the emergent distributed whole, which in turn constrains the parts. ‘The 
parts compose the whole, which comprises the parts. The definition of what the 
parts are is dictated by the emergent distributed whole.’49 Following the distinc-
tion which Deleuze appropriates from Henri Bergson, one ought to distinguish 
between the actual traits of a physical system and the virtual – real but abstract 
– thresholds at which it either adopts or changes those traits.

Cracks in the Street

It should be obvious by now that not all causes are by contact. Already in 
the mid-1950s Gibson challenged psychological orthodoxies by claiming that 
perception did not require a simultaneous composite in the brain, a representa-
tion.50 Moreover, amodal and ambulant perception (of the indiscernible) is not 
an exception but the rule.51 In other words, we do perceive the impercept-



 THE IMPREDICATIVE CITY  | 117

ible (prehension). Life forms perceive potentials (for action) directly and never 
re-emerge as self-identical in becoming. They respond to perceptual signs, not 
to causal impulses.52 As far as Gibson is concerned, the real problem is not the 
presupposed poverty of stimulation but the poverty of entailment, given that 
not all potentiality is (already) an accrued value. Georges Canguilhem cautions 
against facile analogies:

Clearly, an organism has a greater range of activity than a machine. It is less 
bound by purposiveness and more open to potentialities. Every aspect and 
every movement of the machine is calculated; and the working of the machine 
confirms how each calculation holds up to certain norms, measures or esti-
mates; whereas the living body functions according to experience. Life is expe-
rience, meaning improvisation, acting as circumstances permit; life is tentative 
in every respect.53

It is worth pointing out that non-local causation extends beyond the psycho-
logical register or existential grasp. It is coextensive with the lived experience 
but not reducible to it. It is a feature of all open hetero-poietic matter/energy 
systems as opposed to closed deterministic ones that exist only under laboratory 
conditions and in digital simulations. It is the feature of the impersonal non- 
organic life.

Vibrant matter as the second ‘ghostbuster’ is equally pertinent for its ability 
to wake architects from their correlationist slumber.54 By endowing matter with 
agency of its own, the unbearable narcissism of the anthropos and the bad habit 
of hylomorphism start to evaporate. Self-organising matter does not need the 
imposition of a transcendent form to organise its putative chaos. The way Rem 
Koolhaas contrasted two paradigmatic cities is telling in this respect:

Paris can only become more Parisian – it is already on its way to becoming 
hyper-Paris, a polished caricature. There are exceptions: London – its only 
identity a lack of clear identity – is perpetually becoming even less London, 
more open, less static.55

Finally we turn to the machinism of impredicativities, which is not to be con-
fused with either organicism or mechanicism, agency or structure. We ought not 
to separate the doer from the deed, as the Nietzschean maxim goes. Complex 
systems, such as cities, contain impredicativities that cannot be removed. The 
term was introduced by the founder of non-linear dynamics, Henri Poincaré. 
Put simply, you cannot offer an understanding of actual parts in the absence of 
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a virtual whole. Simpler still, what is defined participates in its own definition.56 
Yet, the abduction problem seems to have gone unnoticed in parametricist 
quarters, judging by their synoptic ambition to be achieved through simulation. 
In the words of the architect Ingeborg Rocker,

the formal exuberance characteristic of parametricism’s architecture and 
urban planning scenarios pretends to cope with societies’ and life’s complex-
ities, while in fact they are at best expressions thereof, empty gestures of 
a form-obsessed and strangely under-complex approach to architecture and 
urbanity.57

Newtonian syntactic formalism is simply not abstract enough when it comes to 
complex systems. As we have argued, simple systems can be captured predic-
atively, complex systems cannot.58 The most important logician of our times, 
Kurt Gödel, proved conclusively that one can never convert impredicative into 
predicative. It is not the result of the alleged limit of our minds, Turvey cautions. 
It is the limit of predicative perspectives on entailment: ‘Predication without 
impredication is not powerful enough; syntax without semantics is too feeble for 
understanding explanation and entailment.’59 To put it laconically, the digital 
can be generalised (logically formalised), while the analogue is always singular, 
that is eco-logical. In the words of the semiologist Paul Bains:

Univocal, semiotic reality – the reality of experience – is not reducible to the 
mind’s own workings (e.g., as in the Kantian synthesis) nor is it to that of a 
prejacent external physical world in which the mind has no part. It is a limit-
less interface where the line between what is and what is not, independent of 
interpretative activity, is a constantly shifting [asignifying] semiotic process.60

No wonder Deleuze insisted that the smallest unit of reality is the assemblage, 
agencement.61 ‘Thinking with AND . . . instead of thinking for IS: empiricism has 
never had another secret’.62 The assemblage preserves certain symmetries and 
breaks others. Metastability rests on both difference and repetition in the rela-
tion of mutual determination. This is not an epistemological principle, but an 
ontological one. If the seventeenth-century concepts have given us remarkable 
discoveries, the next revolution based upon impredicativity will be nothing like 
what we have seen before.63 It is key to most phenomena of the universe, not the 
few we have tackled thus far. The extension and comprehension of a concept are 
inversely proportional. The more specified the concept, the fewer the objects 
subsumed by it. By contrast to the vertical (transcendentally organised) state, 
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we will never know conclusively what the horizontal city can do.64 It is not about 
bringing all sorts of things under a single concept of the city, but about relating 
each city to the variables that determine its mutation, its becoming.65 After the 
proscription of the a priori, the prescription of cartography becomes unavoid-
able. The non-mimetic mapping of affective capacities and virtual tendencies 
renders visible a condition ‘that is no wider than what it conditions, that changes 
itself with the conditioned and determines itself in each case along with what 
it determines’.66 Deleuze has never had another formula except for the N-1. It 
is an ecological formula that spells out: ‘subtract the meta-signifier’. Bring into 
existence. Do not judge.67 That is the injunction of immanence.
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7 Space Always Comes After:  
It Is Good When It Comes After;  
It Is Good Only When It Comes After

IF WE START paying attention to paying attention we will inevitably come to 
the same conclusion Walter Benjamin did in ‘The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction’: ‘Architecture has always represented the prototype 
of a work . . . the reception of which is consummated by a collectivity in a state 
of distraction.’1 Today, when artificial environments have become ubiquitous, 
with more than 50 per cent of the population living in cities, a state of absent- 
mindedness has turned into oblivion despite (or precisely because of) an ever 
more exuberant architectural production. The (in)famous modernist maxim 
‘Less is more’ (Weniger ist mehr), a nineteenth-century proverbial phrase that 
underwent a number of mutations – from the postmodern reactionary ‘Less is 
a bore’ to the most recent excessive ‘Yes is more’ – also works in reverse.2 More 
can indeed be less. This is, more or less, the lesson of contemporary ecological 
thought.3

We spend most of our lives in autopilot mode – walking, driving – and 
only a fraction in teleological mode. However, as the philosopher Hubert L. 
Dreyfus maintains, it is the intentional mode that we tend to notice, and its 
‘aboutness’ has therefore been studied in detail.4 Having acquired the capacity of 
understanding, we tend to see purposes and causes everywhere and thus remain 
oblivious to the profound non-linearity of the world.5 This is to say that the 
invariants we rely on do not necessarily have specific causes that can be neatly 
identified. More often than not, they may only be mapped as a dynamic cascade 
of many processes operating over time.6 However disadvantageous this lack of 
clarity and distinctness may seem to the architect, it will prove the opposite once 
we fully grasp the speculative turn and its implications for the discipline. It will 
become apparent that the royal road to the understanding of space is through 
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the non-intentional, non-reflexive and non-conscious. It is through population 
thinking that we will undergo a biopolitical apprenticeship in spatialisation. As 
Michel Foucault phrases it, ‘after a first seizure of power over the body in an indi-
vidualizing mode, we have a second seizure of power that is not individualizing 
but, if you like, massifying, that is directed not at man-as-body but at man-as-
species’.7 Little wonder then that the architecture theorist Jeffrey Kipnis refers 
to the architect not as an engineer but as a trickster: ‘So are we going to be better 
off trying to understand the neurophysiology of how we perceive things, or are 
we better off seeing that we’re the magicians?’8 Similarly, the self-proclaimed 
alchemist architect François Roche makes a case for deception and the forbid-
den, which have largely been absent from the architectural discourse in recent 
decades: ‘We want to consider a premedical system, before Hippocrates, where 
temperament describes the body as a negotiation between the temperament of 
the black bile, the blood, the phlegm, etc.’9 The unique capability of ‘imagineers’, 
film directors and magicians, to subordinate scientific aetiology to artistic symp-
tomatology is largely unappreciated by the discipline of architecture save for 
these exceptions.10 As long as architects remain reluctant to shake off the habit 
of privileging awareness over habit, they will continue to misplace concreteness 
in Whiteheadian terms.11 As Félix Guattari already pointedly diagnosed in his 
plea for a new aesthetic paradigm, ‘the paradigms of techno-science place the 
emphasis on an objectal world of relations and functions, systematically brack-
eting out subjective affects, such that the finite, the delimited and coordinatable, 
always takes precedence over the infinite and its virtual references’.12

This essay suggests that the dominant architectural history is not specu-
lative enough. Its only merit is to translate a coexistence of becomings into a 
succession of neat, logically necessary types. A case will be made for the role of 
topology as an antidote to typological essentialism. This intensive geometry will 
help dispense with the merely representational in favour of the contingently 
obligatory becoming. The appeal that speculative philosophy holds for progres-
sive architecture is not surprising, given that it resists subsuming the intensive 
under the extensive. Everything starts from an aesthetic encounter. Yet the task 
of speculative thinking is to go beyond the sensible to the potentials that make 
sensibility possible.13 Hence, the basic medium of the discipline of architecture 
is the space of experience. This spatium, which is not to be confused with the 
experience of space, does not pre-exist. It subsists as a virtuality. According to 
Deleuze, the plane of composition – as a work of sensation – is aesthetic: ‘It is 
the material that passes into the sensation.’14 Once aesthetics is drawn into the 
context of production, its realm expands to become a dimension of being itself. 
While the relationship between technical and aesthetic planes of composition 
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has varied historically, Deleuze and Guattari remain adamant that neither art 
nor sensation has ever been representational.15 Consequently, the mereolog-
ical relationship – which is perfectly suitable for the realm of the extensive – 
needs to be radically revamped in order to become capable of capturing (onto)
topological transformations. However, I am not arguing for a formalisable or 
programmable model. Quite the contrary: mereotopology guarantees that tech-
nological determinism will be kept at bay. What we need instead is heuristics 
as a practice of material inference. Reza Negarestani has underscored Peircean 
abduction as one such form of material inference. In contrast to the classical, 
that is, formal logic, abduction is fallible, given that information is gathered 
by way of manipulation. His case is straightforward: one cannot understand a 
system unless one acts on it. The behaviour of a system is in turn dependent 
on the concept of tendencies that cannot be intuited unless one is to intervene 
in the causal fabric.16 So, although logically one advances from space to affor-
dance, developmentally the sequence runs in precisely the opposite direction. 
Affordance is J. J. Gibson’s neologism for ‘would-be action’, which is always 
relational, that is, non-deterministic:

An important fact about affordances of the environment is that they are in a 
sense objective, real, and physical, unlike values and meanings, which are often 
supposed to be subjective, phenomenal, and mental. But, actually, an affor-
dance is neither an objective nor a subjective property; or it is both if you like. 
An affordance cuts across the dichotomy of subjective–objective and helps us 
to understand its inadequacy. It is both physical and psychical, yet neither. An 
affordance points both ways, to the environment and to the observer.17

Or, in a more philosophical vein:

The theory of affordances rescues us from the philosophical muddle of assum-
ing fixed classes of objects, each defined by its common features and then 
given a name. As Ludwig Wittgenstein knew, you cannot specify the necessary 
and sufficient features of the class of things to which a name is given. They have 
only a ‘family resemblance’. But this does not mean you cannot learn how to 
use things and perceive their uses. You do not have to classify and label things 
in order to perceive what they afford.18

The founder of the ecological school of perception thus effectively sides with 
Deleuze, who insists that we go beyond the given (space), to that by which a given 
is given (spatium): ‘Difference is not diversity. Diversity is given, but difference 
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is that by which the given is given as diverse. Difference is not phenomenon but 
the noumenon closest to the phenomenon.’19 However, by no means does tem-
poral deployment merely actualise some pre-existing atemporal structure. The 
virtual itself is the product of immanence (contingent, temporal).20 In his book 
on speculative realism, Steven Shaviro also makes a case for the detranscenden-
talisation of phenomenological aboutness whereby ‘intentionality becomes an 
implicit striving toward, or a potential for becoming, within the world, rather 
than being an underlying principle or structure of correlation.’21 Neither sub-
ject nor object is in control under the affordance theory either. They mutually 
constrain and even define one another.22 Perhaps the best way to dispense with 
the substantialist prejudice is to see them both as derivative, as super-jects 
and object-iles. These neologisms evoke the sense of subjects and objects as 
events. The emphasis is on a field of immediate experience as being something 
and not an experience of something for someone. Conversely, the degree zero 
of spatial experience occurs at the level of the non-conscious. As such, it is 
proto- subjective and sub-representational: that is, a non- intentionalistic and 
non- correlational power of being. In the words of Katherine Hayles:

In the posthuman view . . . conscious agency has never been ‘in control’. In 
fact the very illusion of control bespeaks a fundamental ignorance about the 
nature of the emergent processes through which consciousness, the organ-
ism, and the environment are constituted. Mastery through the exercise of 
autonomous will is merely the story consciousness tells itself to explain results 
that actually come about through chaotic dynamics and emergent structures 
. . . emergence replaces teleology; reflexivity replaces objectivism; distributed 
cognition replaces autonomous will; embodiment replaces a body seen as a 
support system for the mind; and a dynamic partnership between humans and 
intelligent machines replaces the liberal humanist subject’s manifest destiny to 
dominate and control nature.23

In anticipation of our speculative thesis, let us consider the following example 
as proof of how lethal our attachment to old conceptual baggage can be. It 
involves emergence, complex systems and topologies that have become a matter 
of interest for architectural discourse, philosophy and mathematical science 
alike. The neo-materialist Manuel DeLanda explains that emergent behaviour 
is to be expected of any dynamic system having the following three proper-
ties: multiple parts, extensive communication between them and substantial 
mobility.24 In the early days of World War II, the German air force was arguably 
more successful than the British. As Jesse Reiser and Jason Payne show, British 
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airborne manoeuvres were more concerned with symmetry-based representa-
tion than with efficiency, as if objects of experience resided in the head and 
were insulated from the environment. The common fighter pilot’s slogan, ‘If 
you have to think, you’re dead’, rings true. The RAF’s insistence upon simple 
fixed formations had been more conditioned with the colonial aesthetics of 
pure two-dimensional geometries than the nomos of air combat. The Luftwaffe, 
on the other hand, were busy exploring the (phase) space to its full potential 
by keeping in direct touch with the milieu. The unmediated (direct) percep-
tion, according to ecological psychology, circumvents retinal, neural or mental 
pictures altogether.25 Perhaps this is why German fighter formations were far 
more adaptive to contingencies and thus more capable of engaging the enemy 
by absorbing, deflecting or evading their tactics. The actions by pilots generated 
information for perception. What is at stake here is an emergent property of a 
dynamic system where the whole is not of the parts, but alongside and in addi-
tion to them.26 In the words of Sanford Kwinter, ‘extreme activities involve the 
mobilisation of every interacting part in a field, so that every moment of every 
part instantaneously changes the conditions of the unfolding whole’.27 This, in a 
way, is a purely geometrical problem:

When the British formation changed direction, for example, every plane would 
retain its fixed position within the assemblage throughout the turn, somewhat 
like rail-cars on a curving train track. The German formation, however, would 
rotate and fold over upon itself, the planes in the rear of the formation coming 
around to take up the front. Not only did this allow for a faster, tighter turn, 
but it also provided continual and ever-changing protection for each plane by 
some other in the formation. The shifting positions made it very difficult for 
an enemy to draw a bead on a single plane, especially one being defended by 
several others in rotation.28

The mapped manoeuvres of the two formations provide a perfect allegory for 
the difference between sedentary and nomadic distributions in an organisation 
of space. Namely, the difference between applying a preset, overarching princi-
ple in the case of the RAF, and tapping into the latent potentiality of an ad hoc 
assemblage on the part of the Luftwaffe: geometry of theorems vs geometry of 
problems.29 It is a quintessentially architectural problem, not to be confused 
with the simple opposition between order and disorder. Rather, they are two 
different, perhaps even complementary, orders of what Deleuze and Guattari 
have famously called striated and smooth space. In contrast to sedentary 
space, which remains what it is and is then divided, nomadic space is produced 
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through its very distribution. The dual nature of space is explained by Kwinter as  
follows:

On the one hand, a fixed and extended milieu with metrical or dimensional 
properties and, on the other, a fluid and consistent field of intensities (e.g. 
forces, speeds, temperatures, colour). The resemblance to Bergson’s two types 
of multiplicity, the numerical (discrete) and the qualitative (continuous), or, 
more generally, that of space and that of durée.30

The concept of nomadology is spelt out most explicitly in A Thousand Plateaus. 
Deleuze and Guattari take it to be ‘the opposite of a history’.31 To repeat, with 
nomadic distribution there is not a single law that stands outside and determines 
space (N + 1). Instead, the law is produced in the very traversal of space. This will 
be the basis of my critique of the all-too-transcendental and thus conservative 
concept of architectural typologies. Deleuze and Guattari offer a clear prescrip-
tion: ‘Subtract the unique from the multiplicity to be constituted; write at N − 1 
dimensions.’32 It is high time we lifted the military monopoly on the soft power 
of smooth space, where space is subordinate to time and object to relation. The 
notorious champions of Noopolitik, Arquilla and Ronfeldt, contrast the mighty 
soft power to the hard power of Realpolitik.33 We ought to tap into the pro-
cess of epigenesis for our own life-affirming purposes. Now that it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to rely on the classical political categories, Deleuze pro-
vides a crucial distinction between left and right. The political left wards off the 
hegemonic master signifier (nation, land). Simply put, it ponders the problem 
rather than let itself be driven by the solution.34 Warren Neidich has issued a 
similar plea for the emancipatory process of environmentally directed neuro-
modulation.35 Under the concept of epigenesis, space is no longer regarded as 
an enclosure but in terms of thresholds: ‘Enclosures are molds, distinct castings, 
but controls are a modulation, like a self-deforming cast that will continuously 
change from one moment to the other, or like a sieve whose mesh will trans-
mute from point to point.’36

Brian Massumi urges us to approach the problem of control in terms of an 
‘ecology of powers’.37 In his work, this power of local-global becoming is defined 
as an ontopower, a creative power of becoming: ‘The subject’s situatedness 
becomes one of the deciding factors of what transpires. The double involun-
tary of the feedback and feedforward between the [molecular] dividual and the 
[supermolar] transindividual funnels through the situation, and is conditioned 
by the presuppositions and tendential orientations it highlights.’38 This is to say 
that the modulation of control can itself be modulated. It will not be easy to live 
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up to this speculative injunction, as metaphysics has always been concerned with 
the striated. The de-ontologist Peter Wolfendale has identified the three distinct 
post-Heideggerian rejections of metaphysics according to the concept of sub-
stance they hold responsible for its onto-theological legacy: presence (Derrida), 
unity (Badiou) and ground (Meillassoux).39 According to Mark Wigley, the his-
tory of the ground ‘is that of a succession of different names (logos, ratio, archē, 
etc.) . . . Each of them designates “being”, which is understood as presence . . . 
“supporting presence” for an edifice.’40 In other words, even before we begin 
the process of determination, certain things seem always already determined as 
enduring beyond their transitory predicates and are therefore precluded from 
affirming the original movement through which they themselves are affected. 
The cure is to bracket natural perception, in which everything appears as an 
already constituted body, quality or action.41 Following Deleuze’s (N − 1) advice: 
‘To make the body a power which is not reducible to the organism, to make 
thought a power which is not reducible to consciousness.’42

Clearly, a whole new vocabulary needs to be invented, as well as a new set of 
conceptual tools. Geometry becomes indispensable. Apart from being a branch 
of mathematics, geometry has always been a mode of rationality. Bernard Cache 
argues that it should be taken as a cultural reference.43 This is no trivial matter, 
as we may depend upon a different rationality (not irrationality) where the law 
of the excluded middle or the principle of non-contradiction does not hold.44 
The distinction between linear and non-linear systems thus becomes funda-
mental. It constitutes what is arguably the single most important conceptual 
development in contemporary sciences. Whereas linear systems adhere to the 
superposition principle, non-linear systems do not lend themselves to such a 
simple addition of quantities. This is important if we want to avoid the fal-
lacy of (mere) linear causation. For example, Henri Poincaré discovered, to his 
dismay, that the mechanics of no more than three moving bodies, bound by a 
single relation of gravity and interacting in a single isolated system, produced 
such complex behaviour that no differential equation, either known or possible, 
could ever describe it. In other words, causal theories need not be determin-
istic, not even in ideal cases, let alone when the situation is complicated by 
introducing a degree of chaos as chance into the picture.45 Any theory of mor-
phogenesis would thus need to confront novelty as an irreducible quality.46 The 
three-body problem, as it came to be known, triggered a whole new approach 
to problem-solving that no longer focused on the solution, but on framing the 
(space of the) problem, which would then yield solutions. As is well known to 
readers of Deleuze, problems get the solutions that they deserve. This means 
that Poincaré bypassed exact solvability as a way of getting global information 
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and used instead a novel method to investigate the space defining the problem 
itself.47 The geometry fit for the purpose of dramatisation has been with us for 
over a century, and it is called topology.

Geometry and topology, while both concerned with space, are distin-
guished by their different mathematical provenances, explains Arkady 
Plotnitsky. While geometry has to do with measurement, topology disre-
gards it altogether and deals only with the structure of space qua space. As 
long as one deforms a given figure continuously – that is, without separating 
the points previously connected and, conversely, without connecting the 
points previously separated – the resulting figure is considered the same.48 
The most common example is the topological isomorphism between a donut 
and a mug. From a topological point of view they are exactly the same. 
Although this particular example has been repeated ad nauseam, any object 
with a single hole would do. Topology may be considered as the most general 
(an exact yet rigorous) geometry whose suitability for thinking the (inten-
sive) relation independent of its (metric) terms cannot be overstated. While 
perhaps inevitable, its current appeal for architects solely at the formal(ist) 
level is regrettable, as it rarely goes beyond (bio)mimicry.49

Consider Kees Doevendans’s upgrading of Anthony Vidler’s 1977 architec-
tural history classic ‘The Third Typology’.50 Vidler discovered the first typology 
in the famous primitive hut of Laugier (1755). Nature thus became the model for 
architecture. The second typology coincided with industrial development. The 
machine was chosen as the model for architecture and figured as its legitimising 
agent. Form was to emerge from functional requirements. The third typology, 
introduced in the 1960s by Italian neo-rationalists, marked a break with the idea 
that architecture and urban design had to seek external legitimacy.51 Instead of 
a metaphorical approach of representing the city as either natural (organicist 
fallacy), or mechanical (mechanicist fallacy), the emphasis was put on the city as 
form. Thus, the third typology ostensibly led to an ontology of the city (essen-
tialist fallacy), which was to be found in its morphology as passed down through 
history. Its champion, Aldo Rossi, defined the type as the very idea of architec-
ture, closest to its essence. The contemporary Dutch urbanist Doevendans, for 
his part, contributed the ‘fourth typology’.52 Notwithstanding his qualification 
to consider it in terms of a Kuhnian paradigm, the proposed ‘typology of topol-
ogy’ must be challenged as a symptomatic case of category error. By its very 
nature, topology does not lend itself to typologising, and it is this elusiveness 
that endows it with the greatest conceptual power. Cache’s valuable caution to 
fellow architects from 1998 continues to fall on deaf ears:



130 | ECOLOGIES OF ARCHITECTURE

One single topological structure has an infinity of Euclidean incarnations, the 
variations of which are not relevant for topology, about which topology has 
nothing to say. New topological structures can be incarnated in Euclidean 
space as squared figures as well as curved figures. Topology cannot be said to 
be curved because it precedes any assignment of metrical curvature. Because 
topological structures are often represented with in some ways indefinite 
curved surfaces, one might think that topology brings free curvature to archi-
tecture, but this is a misunderstanding. When mathematicians draw those 
kinds of free surfaces, they mean to indicate that they do not care about the 
actual shape in which topology can be incarnated. In so doing, they should 
open the mind of architects and allow them to think of spatial structures before 
styling them as either curved or squared.53

Despite a number of references to Deleuze, Doevendans fails to recognise that it 
was precisely topological (continuous) modulation that helped Deleuze dispense 
once and for all with typological moulding.54 Pace Cache’s non-representation-
alist cry, there have been numerous pleas to ‘typify topology’ in the recent 
past. In spite of the proclaimed worthy ambition to collapse the figure/ground 
distinction by defining interstitial local connections, the field approach has only 
produced a myriad of field-like objects: ‘A field condition would be any formal 
or spatial matrix capable of unifying diverse elements while respecting the iden-
tity of each. Field configurations are loosely bounded aggregates characterised 
by porosity and local interconnectivity. The internal regulations of the parts are 
decisive; overall shape and extent are highly fluid.’55 One cannot but be struck 
by the irony of an effective reversal of Stan Allen’s vector ‘From Object to Field’. 
Field conditions as bottom-up phenomena were meant to introduce a degree 
of chaos as chance into the morphogenetic process precisely in order to yield 
novelty without precluding the overall shape.56 Only in this way may we hope to 
avoid the fallacy of tracing (reified field syndrome), that is, conflating the actual 
product with the intensive process of individuation.

There simply is no common measure between topological content and typo-
logical form. There is an asymmetry between two odd, unequal, irreducible 
halves of the virtual and the actual, as beautifully illustrated by Henri Bergson’s 
cone, in contrast to phenomenology, which maintains an isomorphic symmetry 
between the two branches of the empirico-transcendental double. Bergson’s 
‘pure memory’ is opposed to the most relaxed level of duration, that is, matter 
(space), in the most condensed contraction of the whole (time) into the present. 
By leaping into a virtual and not a chronological past, Bergson dispenses with 
the total actuality of teleological reflective judgement.57 The question arises 
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of the temporal interval between stimulus and response. What appears as a 
conscious de-cision (cut) or circumscribed perception (snapshot) constitutes an 
abundance of complex duration, an autonomy of affect replete with (subversive) 
potentials. The lack of symmetry is the clue to the radical nature of Deleuze’s 
philosophy (of time), as James Williams argues:

It is inherently anti-conservative and anti-reactionary due to its inbuilt and 
unavoidable asymmetries of time. There is no represented and original past to 
go to [Laugier’s Nature]. There is no eternal realm to escape to in the future 
[either], where time stands still [Rossi’s Type].’58

Vidler’s three typologies all operate under the auspices of representation 
through analogies with nature, culture or history. In stark opposition, there is 
no re-presentation or any analogy in topological thinking. There is no homology 
between the engendered (type) and the engendering topology.59 Topologically, 
a thing can no longer be considered as one, a unity, but as a multiplicity, always 
increasing its lines of connection with other things. It is no longer defined by 
a form or by functions, but by affordance. The consistency of the thing is not 
dependent on any logical or psychophysical compounding, ‘rather, the very 
elements to which such compounding is applied are themselves the results of 
cognitive abstractions from the wholes in question’.60

Lars Spuybroek provides an apt diagnosis of the problem. According to him, 
architects have difficulties understanding order and contingency in an onto-
logical relationship, as one producing the other. Rather, they see them both as 
(quasi-stable) structures. The notion of structure can entail many things and is 
thus difficult to define. Structure itself is often comprised of components that in 
turn have their own structure. So, in terms of an ordered composition or artic-
ulation, structure applies both to the whole and to its constituent parts. Each 
part may have a recognisable identity, and together the parts form a whole, a 
unity, with a molar identity. An architectural structure is usually taken to be the 
totality of form, measure, scale, function, space and materials. Be that as it may, 
the key aspect of structure is the relationship. If mereology is interested in the 
relationship between the parts, and the relationship of the parts to the whole, 
the key aspect of structure is ‘structuration’, or in our terms, mereotopology, 
where, somewhat counter-intuitively, relations remain external to their terms. 
It should not come as a surprise that Gibson too considered the notion of struc-
ture inadequate.61 The better part of our technological and aesthetic tradition 
has been oriented towards structure as stable and homeostatic. But a system 
is more accurately defined by the events as incorporeal effects than by a mere 
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description of the physical substrate in which these events act as quasi-causes 
(dark precursors). This has become inconveniently evident with the arrival of 
the Anthropocene and its de-ontologisation of the binary opposition between 
culture and nature: ‘If the will to knowledge characteristic of modernity pro-
vided the assurance that the fault line between human culture and nature was 
indeed factual, the production of the Anthropocene counter-factuality relieves 
our contemporaneity of the burden of perpetuating this epistemic illusion.’62 
From a Gibsonian point of view, what is required is a concept of structure that 
is not detached from what it structures. It has to be neither a priori as in organ-
icism, nor a posteriori as in mechanicism.63 In other words, rather than asking 
to typologise topology in the vein of Doevendans, it will always be necessary to 
topologise type as in (abstract) machinism.64 For Deleuze following Spinoza, 
all individuation is based upon movement and rest.65 The distinction between 
the seemingly opposed strata on the one hand, and the fluid plane of nature or 
body without organs on the other, is simply a question of varying speeds and 
slownesses within a single system (monism). All this is evidence that we have 
yet to distinguish between the three Ts: the essentialist typology, the extensive 
topography and the intensive topology.66 Spuybroek provides a helpful image of 
the solid–structure–configuration–pattern–rhythm cascade that may be taken 
as a diagram of the concrescence of Cartesian space out of topological spatium, 
albeit in reverse:

Let’s put all the forms between solid and liquid on a line. Solid is on one 
side. That’s how architects generally understand form: idealised, crystallised, 
a priori, archetypal. No dynamics, no contingency, only memory. . . . The first 
one after solid form going in the direction of liquid is structure: it’s more open, 
not necessarily Platonic. It’s not the dead clay of Platonism; there are forces, 
points and lines involved, but it is as static. Then we have configuration; it’s the 
word some of the Gestaltists used for form. There is a going back and forth 
between actual perceptions and virtual memories; it’s much more dynamic 
than structure. Next to configuration, we have the modern notion of pattern, 
which is sort of between information and form; it is generally considered 
as fully emergent. . . . Then, I guess, closest to completely liquid, we have 
Deleuze’s rhythm, his continuous variation and modulation. Waves, turbu-
lences, swerves.67

A parallel may be drawn with language. Deleuze explains, ‘language has no 
significance of its own. It is composed of signs, but signs are inseparable from 
a whole other element, a non-linguistic element, which could be called “the 
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state of things” or, better yet, “images.” ’68 Language always comes after. Process 
philosophy, or the ontology of becoming, identifies metaphysical reality with 
change and dynamism. Ever since Plato and Aristotle, processes have either 
been denied or subordinated to timeless substances. Change has been seen as 
purely accidental. Consequently, classical ontology denies any full reality to 
change as such and continues to impinge upon our epistemologies to this day. 
By contrast, Deleuzian anti-correlationism avant la lettre grants full reality to 
becoming.69 It grants full reality to an ontopower which is environmental yet 
proto-territorial and both logically and onto-logically prior to the categories of 
(passive) nature and (active) culture.70

Despite the all-too-hastily declared dislike of the non-non-Euclidean 
geometries, contemporary architecture has not yet broken its allegiance with 
the  arborescent schema in favour of its rhizomatic counterpart. The cart of 
 semantic signification thus precedes the horse of pragmatic significance and 
will continue to do so until the discipline has fully absorbed the conceptual 
power of the smooth space (spatium) that is both emergent and constructed 
by way of inclusive disjunction. For a genuine change to occur, the relation 
between space (perception) and movement (action) ought to be inverted. My 
plea for topologising has no other purpose than to adequately conceptualise 
the event: it is not about what happens, but what is going on in what happens. 
Similarly, Kwinter advocates ‘radical anamnesis’ to recall not the (contingent) 
past that has happened but the past that has not happened but could have. This 
position resists the allure of allowing common sense (doxa) to govern all our 
encounters: ‘Through (selective) memory the future becomes possible, a future 
that the past could not think and that the present – alone – dares not.’71 Having 
propositional knowledge about reality does not render the nature of reality 
propositional.72 Thinking does not go from proposition to proposition. When 
we communicate by reference to and with socially coded stimuli, we are not 
(yet) thinking. Rather, thinking becomes creative by tracing back propositions 
to the non-propositional field of problems that engender them. Only through 
the non-apodictic, that is, aesthetic experimentation, can we determine whether 
an encounter is ethical or not, whether it augments or diminishes our power of 
action. Hence the necessity of topologising as the only plausible ethico-aesthetic 
strategy to (provisionally) ‘rid ourselves of ourselves’ or break the vicious circle 
of correlationism in which no-thing can be independent of thought and where 
space is a priori.73

An architect’s desire to be nameless is no false modesty.74 Under the commit-
ment to flat ontology it becomes an expression of the highest ambition.
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8 Zigzagging: Bound by the Absence of a Tie

Empathy and Abstraction

THIS CHAPTER UNPACKS Deleuze and Guattari’s machinic conception of 
consistency, which is determined neither by the naïve, organic autonomy of 
the vitalist whole, nor by the crude, reductionist expression of the whole in the 
sum of its mechanical parts. Machinism entails the dark precursor’s zigzagging 
between the immanent limits of both empathy and abstraction, nature and 
culture, the extensive and the intensive, signification and significance, as well 
as the political and the libidinal. To talk of multiplicities is to avoid subsuming 
a number of particulars under the universal concept. Instead, each multiplicity 
is to be related to the variables that determine its mutations.1 We start from the 
hypothesis that the current digital turn in architecture effectively reproduces 
the Cartesian duality of mind and body. It removes the mind from the concerns 
of coping with the environment and treats the body as no more than a kind of 
recording mechanism. The role of the body is relegated to converting the stimuli 
that impinge upon it into data to be processed.

It is for this reason that I want to revamp the legacy of Deleuzian transcen-
dental empiricism in general and Gibsonian ecological perception in particular.2 
The American psychologist J. J. Gibson vehemently rejected the reductionist 
information-processing view because of its implied separation of the activity of 
the mind in the body from the re-activity of the body in the world. Instead, he 
argued that perception is part and parcel of the total system of relations consti-
tuted by the ecology of the life form, or its mode of existence.3 Let us make it, 
after Guattari, ecologies in the plural: environmental, social and psychic.4 Life 
forms perceive the world directly, by moving about and discovering what the 



138 | ECOLOGIES OF ARCHITECTURE

‘annexed milieu’ affords, rather than by representing it in the mind.5 Hence, 
meaning is not the form that the mind contributes to the flux of raw sensory 
data by way of its acquired schemata. Rather, it is continually becoming within 
relational contexts of pragmatic engagement or speculative extrapolation. To 
put it succinctly, empathy and abstraction are mutually constitutive.

Although everything starts from the sensible, one must quickly reach towards 
that which makes sensibility possible.6 In other words, sensations mobilise the 
differential forces that, in turn, make thinking possible. This is what Deleuze 
meant by referring to the ‘pedagogy of the senses’.7 One is at the mercy of the 
more or less contingent encounters. The profound consequence of the epige-
netic turn did not pass unnoticed by the media guru Friedrich Kittler: ‘it’s funny, 
this thing turning back on itself. It’s called feedback (and not, as should be noted, 
reflection).’8 (Dis)cognition is extended and not interiorised or centralised, 
embedded and not generalised or decontextualised, enacted and not passive or 
merely receptive, embodied and not logocentric, affective and not unprovoked.9 
If architects ever stopped to consider how much of life is constrained by the 
ego-logical intentionality and how much enabled by the eco-logical gratuitous 
encounters, they would certainly pay more attention to the relational properties. 
If they paid attention to paying attention, they would concede that there could 
be a bind in spite of the absence of an a priori tie.

Nature and Culture

We commence with a problem statement. Is there a way to overcome 
 techno-determinism without regressing to relativism, and conversely, how is 
one to escape relativism without regressing to determinism? In contemporary 
architectural discourse, the crypto-modernist logic of dominating abstraction 
goes by the name of parametricism.10 A parametricist’s wet dream is total 
 formalisation/simulation: Intelligent City, Big Data, Infrastructure, to name but 
a few. The crypto-PoMo relativism is associated with neo-phenomenologists 
such as Steven Holl and Peter Zumthor, who privilege the poetics of space, the 
subjective, the haptic and similar emphatic submissions.11

The answer lies in the transversal approach of eco-logic as advanced by the 
Ecologies of Architecture (æ), a neo-materialist architecture research group at 
TU Delft.12 New materialism is the umbrella term for a series of movements 
that distance themselves from anthropocentrism, rethink subjectivity and ethics 
in terms of inhuman forces within the human, emphasise heteropoiesis as the 
organising power of transversal processes and explore the political ramifications 
of these processes for cultural practices such as architecture. According to this 
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view, architecture does not represent culture but is a mechanism of culture. 
Better still, it is machinism, or what Guattari named the ‘collective equipment’.13

Let us return to the opposition between the all-too-abstract parametricism 
and the not-abstract-enough neo-phenomenology.14 Once again, we are offered 
a false choice between the territory-as-map and the map-as-territory; objective 
reality or subjective illusion; the red or the blue pill from The Matrix.15 I opt for 
a third pill, as does Slavoj Žižek in The Pervert’s Guide to Cinema.16 Yet, this is 
as far as I am prepared to follow his Hegelian/Lacanian trajectory that insists on 
human exceptionalism. Instead, I turn to Spinozian ethics as a mode of exist-
ence, for it is in ethology – as a theory of capacity – that the distinction between 
abstraction and empathy finally collapses.17 As I have already underscored, bina-
ries such as subject and object are never to be taken as general abstractions, but 
as divergent processual destinations.

The æ also follows the lead of the process philosopher Whitehead, who 
rejected the solipsistic self – the liberal humanist subject – in favour of its devel-
opmentally constructed counterpart.18 Whitehead launched his (in)famous 
plea for substituting super-ject for sub-ject, or the ontogenetic effect for the 
substantialist cause.19 Sanford Kwinter has reiterated Whitehead’s critique of 
the reversed ontology. Moreover, according to Kwinter, the essential human 
engagement in the environment is geared towards extraction of sensory stim-
ulation, not food.20 The thesis reverses the orthodoxy of urban metabolism, 
with its presumed primacy of incorporation over sensation as the vehicle of 
our experience of the world.21 Guattari’s prodigious statement on architectural 
enunciation in his Schizoanalytic Cartographies is worth quoting at length:

Reinventing architecture can no longer signify the relaunching of a style, a 
school, a theory with a hegemonic vocation [pace parametricism], but the 
recomposition of architectural enunciation, and, in a sense, the trade of the 
architect, under today’s conditions.

He continues:

Once it is no longer the goal of the architect to be the artist of built forms [pace 
neo-phenomenology] but to offer his services in revealing the virtual desire 
of spaces, places, trajectories and territories, he will have to undertake the 
analysis of the relations of individual and collective corporeality by constantly 
singularizing his approach. . . . In other words, he will have to become an artist 
and an artisan of sensible and relational lived experience.22
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Not only do humans realise ‘natural’ ends, they do so by creating the means of their 
realisation. They creatively transform these ends into those of culture. The trans-
formation allows a deterritorialisation from the organic strata and its subsequent 
non-organic reterritorialisation, fraught with the dangers of ex-futurism and neo- 
archaism, respectively. Once again, it is eco-logic that will help us navigate between 
the evident schizophrenia of the revolutionary parametricism and the equally evi-
dent paranoia of the reactionary neo-phenomenology. Deleuze and Guattari antici-
pated the impasse in their first volume of Capitalism and Schizophrenia:

The social axiomatic of modern societies is caught between two poles and is 
constantly oscillating from one pole to the other. Born of decoding and deter-
ritorialization, on the ruins of the despotic machine, these societies are caught 
between the Urstaat that they would like to resuscitate as an overcoding and 
reterritorializing unity [as in neo-phenomenology], and the unfettered flows 
[as in parametricism] that carry them toward an absolute threshold. . . . They 
are torn in two directions: archaism and futurism, neoarchaism and ex-futur-
ism, paranoia and schizophrenia. . . . They are continually behind or ahead of 
themselves.23

The Extensive and the Intensive

The term ecology is as political as it is scientific. Departing from the logic of 
discreteness and its principle of non-contradiction, ecological thinking endorses 
the logic of continuity. There is discreteness, to be sure, but the finite always 
consists of an infinity under a certain relation.24 The discrete and the continuous 
– digital and analogue – are not to be taken as mutually exclusive, but rather as 
effectively codetermining, albeit asymmetrically.25 The content is always too big 
for the form, given that the reality is in excess to the phenomenal.

The general lesson of the logic of the included middle is that the quasi-stable 
regularities we see in actuality – objects – do not have a specific cause that can 
be demarcated and isolated, but may only be understood as a heteropathic cas-
cade of many processes operating over time.26 Gregory Bateson:

we used to ask: Can a computer simulate all the processes of logic? The answer 
was yes, but the question was surely wrong. We should have asked: Can logic 
simulate all sequences of cause and effect? The answer would have been no.27

After all, if effects were reducible to their causes, novelty would be impossible. 
The ethico-political lesson of the logic of intensity is that all things are con-
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tingently obligatory and not logically necessary. Therein lies the possibility of 
pursuing a project of defatalisation or anti-teleology.28

Resetting ourselves in a metaphysical perspective, as the speculative realist 
Quentin Meillassoux suggests, permits us to reconstruct our existence beyond 
faith alone or the sole opportunism of interest.29 Artistic researchers beware: it 
is not just that all things could have been different, but what might have hap-
pened virtually subsists in what actually exists. The time has come to unyoke 
the architect from Newtonian physics and Cartesian metaphysics in favour of 
the intensive and relational – ecological – approach. In the words of Guattari, 
‘there is no longer a tripartite division between the realm of reality, realm of 
representation or representativity, and the realm of subjectivity. You have a 
collective set-up which is, at once, subject, object, and expression.’30 Yet, this is 
not to be taken as a call for the homeostatic conception of ecology. In the words 
of Žižek, ‘after the death of the God-Father, the masculine Reason, we should 
also endorse the death of the Goddess-Nature’.31

The æ starts from the middle, par le milieu: ‘the assemblage extracts a 
territory from the milieu; it is the assemblage that allows us to think the 
coevolution of the human and nature in terms of milieu, the back-and-forth 
of modulation’.32 Pace cognitivism, we must avoid reducing the world to our 
own conceptual schemes and instead be ‘primed for non-recognition’.33 If 
we hold a hammer, we should not treat everything as if it were a nail. Both 
Deleuzian transcendental empiricism and Gibsonian ecological perception 
ward off the reductionist information-processing view, with its implied 
mutual exclusivity of active abstraction and reactive empathy. Instead, they 
advocate the metastable plasticity whereby the condition is never greater 
than the conditioned.34

The lesson of the assemblage theory is that capacities do depend on the prop-
erties of their components but cannot be reduced to them.35 This is how Gibson 
conceptualises the externality of relations:

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the [human], what it 
provides or furnishes, either for good or ill. . . . I mean by [affordance] some-
thing that refers to both the environment and the [human] in a way that no 
existing term does.36

It would be difficult to imagine a more elegant shift of focus from the exten-
sive space of properties to the intensive non-local spatium of capacities, or in 
Deleuzian parlance, from the actual manifest reality to the real-yet- incorporeal 
virtual. This is crucial, because the actual experience-of-space bears no 
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 resemblance to the (phase) space-of-experience. A mode of existence never 
pre-exists an event.37

Signification and Significance

In his review of Deleuze’s early works – Difference and Repetition and The Logic 
of Sense – Foucault praises Deleuze for challenging the three conditions that 
make it impossible to think through the event, namely the world, the self and 
god (a sphere, a circle and a centre).38 First, Deleuze introduces a metaphysics of 
the virtual, which is irreducible to the physics of the world (the actual). Second, 
the logic of neutral meaning (affect/affordance) replaces the phenomenology of 
signification based on the subject and her sense-bestowing. Finally, the tether-
ing of the conceptual future to a past essence is rejected in favour of a thought 
of the present infinitive.

Consequently, the prerogative of the æ is to renounce any order of pref-
erence, any goal-oriented organisation, any signification, any a priori tie.39 In 
What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari would characterise the auto-unifying 
form (survol) in the following terms:

It is a primary, ‘true form’ as Ruyer has defined it: neither a Gestalt nor a 
perceived form, but a form in itself [N − 1] that does not refer to any external 
point of view, . . . it is an absolute consistent form that surveys itself inde-
pendently of any supplementary dimension [N + 1], which does not appeal 
therefore to any transcendence.40

Semiology is only one of the many regimes of signs and certainly not the most 
important for architecture. After all, ‘natural stimuli cannot be understood by 
analogy and with reference to socially coded stimuli, for that would be like 
putting the cart before the horse’.41 A sign, according to Spinoza, can have 
several meanings, but it is always an effect. An effect is first of all the trace of 
one body upon another, the state of a body insofar as it suffers the action of 
another body.42 For the æ, singularities come before identities and participation 
precedes cognition. A body ought to be defined not by its form, nor by its organs 
or functions, but by its capacity for affecting or being affected, because ‘the 
limit of something is the limit of its action and not the outline of its figure’.43 
This is what it means to be bound in the absence of tie and, perhaps, by the very 
absence of tie.

Things are powers, not forms, and there may be consistency in spite of incon-
gruence or isomorphism without correspondence.44 Deleuze gives an example 



 ZIGZAGGING  | 143

which seems counter-intuitive at first and proves just how much we are accus-
tomed to Aristotelian categorisation (of genera and species): ‘There is a greater 
difference between a racehorse and a work horse than between a work horse 
and an ox.’45 This is because the racehorse and the work horse do not have the 
same affects. Things are no longer defined by qualitative essence, as in ‘man as a 
reasonable animal’, but by quantifiable power.

The Political and the Libidinal

For radical empiricism, thought cannot be richer than reality and non-conscious 
experience is not an oxymoron, because much more is felt than is known. The 
æ is interested in an encounter between thought and that which forces it into 
action. While accepting multiple scales of reality, it opposes the alleged primacy 
of the physical world. We cope with the environment more or less skilfully.46 
The emphasis is on the encounter, where experience is seen as an emergence 
which returns the body to a process field of exteriority.

Sensibility introduces an aleatory moment into thought’s development. 
It effectively turns contingency into the conditio sine qua non for thinking. 
Contingency upsets logical identity and opposition, and places the limit of 
thinking beyond any dialectical system. Thought cannot activate itself by think-
ing. It has to be provoked. It must suffer violence. Architecture as ‘the first art’ 
may inflict such violence because it bears the potential for breaking up the 
faculties’ common function by placing them before their own limits: ‘thought 
before the unthinkable, memory before the immemorial, sensibility before the 
imperceptible, etc.’47

As already argued, the eco-logical perspectivist assault on the ego-logical 
representational thinking inevitably impinges upon the identity of the subject. 
While Kant founded the representational unity of space and time upon the 
formal unity of consciousness, difference fractures consciousness into multiple 
states not predicable of a single subject. According to Deleuze, Leibniz’s great 
lesson is that, counter-intuitively, it is points of view that engender a subject, 
rather than the other way around.48 In the words of Anne Sauvagnargues, ‘sub-
jectivity proceeds through framing’.49 Always already social desiring machines 
connect, disconnect and reconnect with one another without (private or per-
sonal) meaning or intention.50 There may be ‘entention’, or intention without 
intentionality, desire without volition and a smile without a cat.51 Individuality 
is not characteristic of a self or an ego, but a perpetually individualising differ-
ential, a dark precursor. As Claire Colebrook put it, ‘I love you not because of 
the predicates that personalize you, but rather for that absolutely singular event 
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of your existence that is irreducible to determination.’52 As we have seen at the 
outset, this constitutes Deleuze’s famous ‘pedagogy of the senses’: ‘Each faculty, 
including thought, has only involuntary adventures’, and ‘involuntary operation 
remains embedded in the empirical’.53

To turn the theatre of re-presentation into the machine for desiring- 
production is to recognise a (r)evolutionary potential in creating the new, that 
which is not-as-yet captured or (over)codified as in clichés and opinions.54 The 
emancipatory political potential lies, quite literally, in the pure agency of tran-
scendental causality, or the difference in itself – ontopower – that relates het-
erogeneities. The concept of quasi-causality – the dark precursor – prevents 
regression into simple reductionism of the sensible (empathy) to the intelligi-
ble (abstraction). To think differently one has to feel differently. The first step 
towards the reversal of the reversed ontology is to ‘ask not what’s inside your 
head, rather what your head’s inside of’.55
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9 3D Perception ≠ 2D Image + 1D Inference:  
or Why a Single Precise Shot Would Often  
Miss the Target, Whereas a Series of  
Imprecise Shots Will Eventually Lead to a Hit

The world does not speak to the observer. Animals and humans communicate 
with cries, gestures, speech, pictures, writing, and television [and the Internet], 
but we cannot hope to understand perception in terms of these channels; it is 
quite the other way around. Words and pictures convey information, carry 
it, or transmit it, but the information in the sea of energy around each of us, 
luminous or mechanical or chemical energy, is not conveyed. It is simply there. 
The assumption that information can be transmitted and the assumption that 
it can be stored are appropriate for the theory of communication, not for the 
theory of perception. (James Jerome Gibson, 1986)1

AT THE WHAT Images Do network’s inaugural meeting, in Copenhagen in 
December 2012, I addressed the overarching question literally. My answer was: 
‘images move’. The subtitle of my presentation contained a caveat that this was 
‘More Than a Facile Rejoinder to the Question (of What Images Do)’. Not only 
do images cause things to move, I argued, they are constantly in movement 
themselves. Simpler still, image equals movement. The crypto-essentialist ques-
tion of ‘what images are’ will unavoidably continue to be pondered elsewhere. 
However, it is high time to consider the problem in pragmatist terms, despite 
the fact that we will never be able to answer the question of ‘what it is that 
images do’ conclusively. After all, it is not about bringing all sorts of other things 
into the concept of the image, but about relating the concept to the variables 
that determine its mutation.

My argument draws on what Gilles Deleuze diagnosed as the historical crisis 
of psychology caused by the ‘ontological iron curtain’ between the mind and the 
body, which keeps the images in consciousness separated from the movements 
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in space.2 Such a dualist position is not sustainable, for there has never been 
such a thing as a bounded body coupled to the world. The ‘movement-image’ 
as a pure event is antecedent to the formation of the border between the inside 
and the outside. To escape the pernicious reversed ontology whereby the cart 
of representation is placed before the horse of morphogenesis, we need to draw 
on the ‘reversal (of the reversal)’. The realist account of metastable structures as 
being produced out of material flows requires that we put the event before and 
beyond meaning and organism altogether. Images cannot be reduced to their 
all-too-human semiotic function in a cultural system. It is not about the world 
of design, but about the design of a world.3

Kinaesthesia

In his essay ‘Birth’, Michel Serres recounts the dramatic story of a sailor whose 
vessel is on fire. In an attempt to escape through a porthole, he becomes trapped 
between the inferno of the burning cabin and the freezing cold of the rough seas. 
Struggling to squeeze himself out, the sailor begins to contemplate the sense of 
‘I’. At which point, he wonders, do I consider myself to be effectively outside; is 
it when the head alone is sticking out, or when the whole chest emerges, or . . .? 
This is a problem of coenaesthesia.4

Echoing Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Gregory Bateson goes even further (and 
I mean this literally) in his Steps to an Ecology of Mind: ‘Consider a blind man 
with a stick. Where does the blind man’s self begin? At the tip of the stick? At 
the handle of the stick? Or at some point half-way up the stick?’5 Kinaesthesia 
– which is even antecedent to coenaesthesia – is not like something, explains 
the champion of the corporeal turn, Maxine Sheets-Johnstone: it is what it is.6 
At around the same time (early 1980s), Serres’s compatriot Deleuze diagnosed 
the historical crisis of psychology: it was no longer attainable to place images in 
consciousness and movements in space.7 How is one to pass from one order to 
another once the ‘ontological iron curtain’ is up?8

The Affective Turn

The Frenchmen did not seem to be aware of the parallel efforts by the American 
psychologist J. J. Gibson, who published his masterpiece The Ecological Approach 
to Visual Perception in 1979. In what turned out to be his last book, Gibson set 
the course for a radical anti-representationalist approach to perception.9 If we 
agree with Deleuze that film-makers, painters, architects and musicians are all 
essentially thinkers, then the difference is that, unlike philosophers, they do 
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not create concepts. They create percepts (would-be perceptions) and affects 
(capacities to affect and be affected). Hence the pertinent question of what 
images are capable of – what is it that they do? Gibson famously cautioned that 
the course in ‘basic design’ with which architects normally begin their training is 
a setback. It teaches graphics on the assumption that an understanding of form 
is as necessary for architects as it is presumably for painters. But in his opinion 
the use of the term form only adds to the confusion. Instead, what architects 
ought to be concerned with are affordances – Gibson’s neologism for ‘would-be 
action’.10 According to him, it is safe to suggest that

men had not paid attention to the perspectives of things until they learned to 
draw and perceive by means of drawings. Before that time they needed only 
to detect the specifying invariants of things that differentiated them – their 
distinctive features, not their momentary aspects or frozen projections. Young 
children are also . . . not aware of aspects of forms as such until they begin to 
notice pictures as surfaces.11

There is a strong resonance between Gibson’s ecological approach and Deleuze’s 
theses from the first Cinema book. It is, however, unfortunate that in Deleuzian 
scholarship the movement-image seems to be overshadowed by the subse-
quent volume dedicated to the time-image.12 Notwithstanding the theoretical 
capacity of the latter, the time is right – at least from the point of view of 
architectural  discipline – to reopen the former. The Bergsonian trope ‘Image = 
Movement’ from Cinema 1, which might as well be attributed to Gibson, is yet 
to be unpacked.13

Speculative Pragmatism

Movement is a phenomenon sui generis which may detach itself from the 
objects of sight. Nothing ‘comes through’ the sense organs, according to Gibson, 
neither signals nor pictures, since these organs are components of perceptual 
systems that extract invariants from the flux of stimulus energy surrounding 
the observer. Invariants are specific to the world but not to the receptors stimu-
lated. Perception is therefore a skill, not a constructing of the mental world out 
of psychic components. It needs no mediation through memory, inferences or 
any other cognitive process. Put succinctly, the information does not have to be 
processed, it need only be detected.14

In his Cinema books Deleuze relies heavily on Charles Sanders Peirce’s ‘three 
principles of Logic’: Firstness, Secondness and Thirdness.15 This is how Peirce 
himself explains the triad:
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First is the conception of being or existing independent of anything else. 
Second is the conception of being relative to, the conception of reaction with, 
something else. Third is the conception of mediation, whereby a first and 
second are brought into relation . . . The origin of things, considered not as 
leading to anything, but in itself, contains the idea of First, the end of things 
that of Second, the process mediating between them that of Third.16

For Henri Bergson, famously, there is also a ‘degree zero’ – the plane of immanence 
– from which signs take shape. Deleuze follows the lead of Bergson, for whom 
the image is more than what the idealist calls a representation and less than what 
the realist calls a thing. He thus identifies a dead end in the macro- and micro- 
reductionist approach of idealism and materialism respectively.17 In the case of 
Gibson, the imperative was to navigate between exo-reductionist (quasi-material-
ist) behaviourism and endo-reductionist (crypto-idealist) gestalt.18 The key is to go 
beyond the given (product), to that by which a given is given (process).19 Let us for 
the sake of simplicity limit our enquiry to visual perception:

Icon: Ambient Optic Array

Under the conventional theory, the starting point for perception is the retinal 
image. According to Gibson, however, the starting point is the ‘ambient optic 
array’ that provides direct information about the media, surfaces, substances 
and events for an observer. This ‘compiled knowledge’ is rich and reliable and 
not in need of mediating processes. The optical structure is generated by the 
layout of surfaces. It is potentially and not necessarily effectively available for 
perception. Each edge and each surface in the environment projects a unique 
and specific pattern of optical discontinuities in a visual solid angle to each 
potential point of view. The concept of ambient optic array could be said to fall 
under Peirce’s firstness.

Index: Optical Flow Field

Gibson’s concept of ‘optical flow field’ corresponds with Peirce’s secondness. 
The optical flow field results from the locomotion of an organism in a cluttered 
environment. When an organism moves forward there is a global transfor-
mation of the solid angle that produces a vectorial movement of each optical 
texture. The law of optical expansion (looming) gives a basis for goal-directed 
movement: ‘To start moving, make the optic array flow. To stop, cancel the flow. 
To go back, make the flow reverse.’20
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Symbol: Affordance

Finally, thirdness is the mode of being which brings interaction into relationship 
with a third thing, a context of constraint (quasi-cause) akin to Gibson’s concept 
of affordances (for example, walk-through-ability). Traditionally, a shape has 
been seen to be perceived through two instantaneous values: static retinal form 
(image) and the momentary distance value of depth cues (inference). But the 
affordance perceived is not based on a static property such as form, but rather 
upon an invariant embedded in change (hence the title of this chapter).

The concept of the invariant, as a figure of time (and not space), might prove 
indispensable for answering difficult questions such as: what is the ontological 
status of looming and locomoting as the relata of the ecological law, that is, the 
relation that is exterior to its terms? It is this sort of ontological question that 
the ecological approach addresses. Before we deal with them, let us dwell a little 
longer on some contemporary realist speculations.21

Abduction

In his contribution to the Speculations on Anonymous Materials symposium, 
Reza Negarestani underscored Peircean abduction as a form of material infer-
ence. In contrast to classical, that is, formal logic, abduction is fallible, given that 
information is gathered by way of manipulation. His case is straightforward: one 
cannot understand a system unless one acts on it. The behaviour of a system is 
in turn dependent on the concept of tendencies which cannot be intuited unless 
one is to intervene in the causal fabric (by locomotion in the case of perception).

Another term for such a device of manipulation is heuristics, neither deduc-
tive nor inductive, but material inference. It is material in the sense that it is 
non-formal, as it does not abide by logical norms. It preserves neither foun-
dation nor truth. The problem of non-entailment is overcome by turning the 
system into a living hypothesis. As with our threefold example, to render any-
thing intelligible one just needs to deepen the scope of one’s manipulation. 
The constructability then becomes isomorphic with the understanding of what 
this or that is, or better, what it affords (what its affects are). In the words of 
Negarestani:

Heuristics are not analytical devices. They are synthetic operators. They treat 
material as a problem. But they don’t break this problem into pieces. They 
transform this problem into a new problem. And this is what the preserva-
tion of invariance is. . . . the problem now can be approached and solved on 
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a  simpler, more optimal level. Hence, the understanding that the system is 
nothing but its behavior and behavior is a register of constructability.22

Radical Empiricism

A healthy dose of scepticism led Gibson to conclude that the perplexing lack 
of correlation between proximal stimulation and perception is due to the mere 
arbitrariness of physical dimensions that have been chosen for the description 
of the stimulus.23 This, in turn, led him to a further conclusion that the appro-
priate level of describing perception is ecology, and not physics or geometry, 
as adopted in the conventional theory of perception. ‘Perception has no object’ 
is an assertion by Deleuze which might as well be attributed to Gibson.24 It is 
hallucinatory, because it has no object and presupposes no object, because it has 
not yet been constituted (constructed). There is, of course, no (fully constituted) 
subject either.

The ecological ontology, which Gibson developed to displace Cartesian dual-
ism, is therefore circumscribed by invariant relations or patterns of becoming 
that need to be defined relative to an appropriate domain of validity. This direct 
perception is based on the ecological realist position which takes things to 
appear as they do because that is the way they are, as taken in reference to the 
acting perceiver at the ecological (meso) scale. The stance is not to be confused 
with naïve realism that is absolute, where things appear exactly as they are and 
unconditionally so. As William James defined it, there are five guidelines of 
radical empiricism. In the words of Brian Massumi:

1. Everything that is, is in perception.
 (Please note that the first guideline also applies to classical empiricism; 

radical empiricism begins to part company with classical empiricism in the 
second guideline).

2. Take everything as it comes. You cannot pick and choose according to a 
priori principles or pre-given evaluative criteria.

3. Relations must be accounted as being as real as the terms related. In other 
words, relations have a mode of reality distinct from that of the discrete 
objects we find in relation.

4. Relations are not only real, they are really perceived, and directly so. 
Relations not only have their own mode of reality, but each has its own 
immediate mode of appearance [for instance, looming].

5. ‘Ninety-nine times out of a hundred’ the terms and relations that appear ‘are 
not actually but only virtually there’.25
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Our engaged understanding of the world is based not on simulation or match-
ing what we see, but on enactive perceptual and interactive processes. Steven 
Shaviro explains a kindred contribution to the enactive approach to cognition 
by the process philosopher Alfred North Whitehead:

Western philosophy since Descartes gives far too large a place to ‘presenta-
tional immediacy’, or the clear and distinct representation of sensations in 
the mind of a conscious, perceiving subject. In fact, such perception is far 
less common, and far less important than what Whitehead calls ‘perception 
in the mode of causal efficacy’, or the ‘vague’ (nonrepresentational) way that 
entities affect and are affected by one another through a process of vector 
transmission. Presentational immediacy does not merit the transcendental 
or constitutive role that Kant attributes to it. For this mode of perception is 
confined to ‘high-grade organisms’ that are ‘relatively few’ in the universe as a 
whole. On the other hand, causal efficacy is universal; it plays a larger role in 
our own experience than we tend to realize, and it can be attributed ‘even to 
organisms of the lowest grade’.26

Inserting the Interval

Representational theories of perception postulate an isolated and autonomous 
subject which is set apart from its milieu and is thus utterly dependent on the 
process of mental representation. Furthermore, this process is often seen to be 
staged for another interiorised subject. Gibson repeatedly cautioned against the 
homunculus thesis: ‘The movements of the hands do not consist of responses 
to stimuli . . . This is surely an error. The alternative is not a return to mental-
ism. We should think of the hands as neither triggered nor commanded but 
controlled.’27 As Massumi puts it, a ‘zone of indeterminacy’ is glimpsed in the 
hyphen between the stimulus and response (S-R): ‘Thought consists in widening 
that gap, filling it fuller and fuller with potential responses.’28 The task of the 
architect, as I see it, is to widen the gap between perception and action, for 
what is affordance if not the hyphen between the two? In opposition to a deter-
ministic schema of perception leading to a certain action, affordance is always 
relational, that is, non-deterministic. Here is the definition by Gibson himself:

An important fact about affordances of the environment is that they are in a 
sense objective, real, and physical, unlike values and meanings, which are often 
supposed to be subjective, phenomenal, and mental. But, actually, an affor-
dance is neither an objective nor a subjective property; or it is both if you like. 
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An affordance cuts across the dichotomy of subjective–objective and helps us 
to understand its inadequacy. It is both physical and psychical, yet neither. An 
affordance points both ways, to the environment and to the observer.29

Conclusion

Unfortunately, a great deal of artificial intelligence research with direct influ-
ence on contemporary architectural discourse continues to be based on 
 template-matching strategies, making Karl Popper’s famous metaphor of the 
‘bucket theory of mind’ difficult to dispense with.30 It unwittingly perpetuates the 
Platonic division between the visible appearances and the intelligible essences.

By way of conclusion, let us briefly remind ourselves of what constitutes the 
pernicious representational view. In order for a life form to perceive X, it relies 
on the concept of X. Furthermore, if inputs require concepts to be meaning-
ful, then concepts must precede inputs, as in nativism. Conversely, if concepts 
require input for their content, then inputs must precede concepts, as in empir-
icism. A hopeful way out of this deadlock might be to consider a different form 
of universality, one that is no longer grounded on commonality.

Representation as the very term is considered to be utterly misleading. What 
if drawing is not copying, if it is impossible to copy (re-present) a piece of envi-
ronment, if information is unlimited and the concept of projection useless – all 
from the point of view of perception? Ignorance is no defence. We are in need 
of a critique of the conception of the world as an optical phenomenon.31 Our 
all-too-ocularcentric theories require major updating.32 According to Gregory 
Flaxman, the image is neither a representation of an object nor a visual impres-
sion, the first of which connotes mere re-cognition and the second a limited 
sensory bandwidth. Rather, the image is a collection of sensations – a ‘sensi-
ble aggregate’, or what Deleuze will ultimately call a sign. As Deleuze himself 
explains, ‘the movement-image is the modulation of the object itself’.33

Curiously enough, the ambulatory dimension of vision seems to have eluded 
the greatest of authorities in the field.34 Architects are known to be keen  readers 
of the sci-fi writer William Gibson.35 However, if we are to unlock the real 
virtuality, rather than the crypto-Cartesian virtual reality, another Gibson is in 
order. I will conclude with his caveat, which seems timelier than ever: ‘Being 
intellectually lazy, we try to understand perception in the same way we under-
stand communication, in terms of the familiar.’36
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10 Double Bind: On Material Ethics

We are made of contracted water, earth, light and air – not only prior to the 
recognition or representation of these, but prior to their being sensed. Every 
organism, in its receptive and perceptual elements, but also in its viscera, is a 
sum of contractions, of retentions and expectations. (Deleuze, 1968)1

The task of abstraction . . . is to liberate the virtual subject – the designated 
force of thought – from the trap of the material. But this liberation is con-
ducted precisely by utilizing the resources of the material, with the aid of its 
tendencies, properties and parameters, that determine and govern the behav-
ior of the material system and, correspondingly, constrain the dynamic of 
thought, forcing it to revise its formation and to triangulate new affordances 
for conception and action. (Negarestani, 2014)2

Introduction

ETHICS IS DERIVED from the Greek word ēthos meaning dwelling or habitat. 
But rather than the question of where, the emphasis must be placed on the 
question of how, on habit.3 Habit is not to be regarded as a mere passive knee-
jerk response to a stimulus, but as a creative power. It is more than obvious that 
we cannot be said to have habits. Rather it is habits that have us.4 Moreover, 
it is habits that we are. The urdoxa of the ‘transcendental unity of perception’ 
prevents an account of the genesis of sense. As Rosi Braidotti has argued, the 
enabling ‘power to’ as potentia needs to be distinguished from the hindering 
‘power over’ as potestas. I see this as a plea to set environmentality apart from 
governmentality:
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I do not think it acceptable . . . to raise any issues related to ethics or to moral-
ity independently of considerations of power and power relations. . . . At times 
contemporary moral philosophy comes across as comfortably installed in a 
consensus about the context free nature of its deliberations. As a materialist 
nomadic feminist philosopher, I want to stress the urgency of rewriting issues 
of power.5

Aesthetics has to be rescued from the province of reactive undisciplined sensu-
ality. In order to do so, as Jane Bennett argues, we ought to stop overlooking and 
‘underfeeling’ a realm between a striking reality and a stricken body. This third 
realm she calls sensibility. ‘This aesthetics – aesthetics as sensibility- formation 
– has implications for ethics that are irreducible to fascism,  hedonism, or 
 indiscriminateness. For as a form of askeis, a sensibility establishes the range 
of possibility in perception, enactment, and responsiveness to others.’6 The 
approach draws on the Foucauldian practice of the self, ‘in its Greek sense 
of self-discipline rather than a Christian sense of self-denial.’7 The founder of 
ecosophy, Félix Guattari, coined the term ethico-aesthetic precisely in order 
to underline the inseparability of action and perception.8 The neologism was 
his subtle way of arguing that it is practice and experimentation that actively 
shape the subject. Until recently the sentient has been considered as a mere 
supplement to the sapient. The ranking order in major philosophical systems 
clearly reveals a historical bias towards the cognitive over the affective. But as 
Terry Eagleton remarked, it is in the manner of such lowly supplements to end 
up supplanting what they are meant to subserve.9

Ecological Thinking

We start from the hypothesis that the digital turn in architecture effectively repro-
duces the duality of mind and body, removing the former from contexts of engage-
ment with the environment while treating the latter as no more than a kind of 
recording mechanism, converting the stimuli that impinge upon it into data to 
be processed. The Cartesian view of action as the bodily execution of innate (or 
acquired) programmes is replaced with the kindred albeit more contemporary cog-
nitivist view of perception as the operation of the mind upon the deliverance of the 
senses. The architecture theorist Ingeborg Rocker protests against the reductionist 
tendency in the parametricist disregard of sociopolitical issues:10

Only if architecture and urbanism are viewed from more than one – 
currently the formal – vantage point, only if sociopolitical as well as   
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technological- material and organizational aspects are taken into the equation, 
will parametricism be able to achieve those changes to our modes of thinking, 
designing, and producing the architecture and urbanity that [we hope for].11

Parametricism in its current state, in other words, is too formal and hence 
not abstract enough. Let us recall that the opposite of the concrete is not the 
abstract but the discrete.12 Even though the champion of parametricism, Patrik 
Schumacher, has in the meantime conceded the problem, the question of for-
malisation of the non-discursive remains open at best.13 I cannot but reiterate 
Guattari’s puzzlement from thirty years ago: ‘But where does the idea that the 
socius is reducible to the facts of language, and that these facts are in turn 
reducible to linearizable and “digitalizable” signifying chains, come from?’14 It is 
for this reason that I want to revamp the legacy of radical empiricism in general 
and that of J. J. Gibson’s ecological perception in particular.15 Gibson simi-
larly cautions: ‘we cannot hope to understand natural stimuli by analogy with 
socially coded stimuli, for that would be like putting the cart before the horse’.16 
The American psychologist vehemently rejected the reductionist information- 
processing view, with its implied separation of the activity of the mind in the 
body from the reactivity of the body in the world, arguing instead that percep-
tion is part and parcel of the total system of relations constituted by ecology. 
Let us follow Guattari and call it ecologies in the plural: environmental, social 
and psychical.17 As the author of Nihil Unbound, Ray Brassier, underscores, the 
structure of reality includes but is not exhausted by the ego-logical structure of 
discretely individuated objects:

The question is why those who are so keen to attribute absolute or uncondi-
tional reality to the activities of self-consciousness (or of minded creatures) 
seem so loath to confer equal existential rights upon the unconscious, mind-
less processes through which consciousness and mindedness first emerged 
and will eventually be destroyed.18

Perceivers get to know the world directly by moving about and discovering what 
the environment affords rather than by representing it in the mind.19 Hence, 
meaning is not the form that the mind contributes to the flux of raw sensory 
data by way of its acquired schemata. Rather it is continually becoming within 
the relational contexts of engagement. ‘The materiality of each organism, its 
historical thickness, and the density of its internal and external relations, rule 
out any dualism between “software” and “hardware” that is specific to the notion 
of computer programs.’20 Because everything starts from the sensible, cognition 
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is extended and not interiorised or centralised, embedded and not generalised 
or decontextualised, enacted and not passive or merely receptive, embodied and 
not logocentric, and affective and not unprovoked.21 Architects should pay close 
attention to the panexperientialist implications of the 4EA approach (extended, 
embedded, enacted, embodied and affective) that dispenses not only with the 
biological/social dichotomy but also with that between evolution and history.22 
The key is to expand the explanatory framework ‘out of our heads’.23 According 
to the social anthropologist Tim Ingold, this approach explains human capac-
ities as the properties not of genetic or cultural programming but of the self- 
organising dynamics of developmental systems:

It follows from this approach that if people raised in different environments 
perceive different things, this is not because they are processing the same sen-
sory data in terms of alternative representational schemata, but because they 
have been trained, through previous experience of carrying out various kinds 
of practical tasks, involving particular bodily movements and sensibilities, to 
orient themselves to the environment and to attend to its features in different 
ways. Modes of perception, in short, are a function of specific ways of moving 
around . . . these forms of motility are not added to, or inscribed in, a pre-
formed human body, but are rather intrinsic properties of the human organism 
itself, developmentally incorporated into its modus operandi through practice 
and training in a particular environment. Hence capacities of perception, as 
of action, are neither innate nor acquired but undergo continuous formation 
within processes of ontogenetic development.24

The actual content of architecture is thus movement and not message.25 It is 
movement that is space-making and thus literally ontogenetic. This is why, 
according to Gibson, learning is but the education of attention, based on contin-
uous variation and selection rather than enrichment through schematisation.26

Nomadic Ethics

The current affective turn renders some traditional issues obsolete but intro-
duces new problems, most notably those concerning the ‘source of normativity’. 
After all, as Deleuze and Guattari diagnose in the first volume of Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia, ‘unlike previous social machines, the capitalist machine is 
incapable of providing a code that will apply to the whole of the social field’.27 
When pondering the issue of whether there can be a material ethics, Deleuze 
advanced an infamous tongue-in-cheek proposal that morality needed to be 
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replaced with physics. What he meant, of course, is that the source of any 
critique must not come from the outside, as in a transcendental intrusion: ‘the 
conditions of a true critique and a true creation are the same: the destruction 
of an image of thought [cliché] which presupposes itself and the genesis of the 
act of thinking in thought itself’.28 It has to operate at the level of production 
of the very concept (or affect), on its own terms. ‘Thus the question is not how 
architectural criticism can serve architecture, but of how architecture can be a 
medium for critical activity.’29 To paraphrase the film-maker Jean-Luc Godard, 
not a just architecture, just an architecture.30 Braidotti explains how to set desire 
for becomings at the centre of the political agenda:

In keeping with their reading of advance capitalism as a supple and dynamic 
system, Deleuze and Guattari diversify their notion and practice of politics. 
Politics for them consists not so much in ‘LA politique’ (politics as usual, i.e. 
institutional or Majoritarian politics) as in ‘LE politique’ (the political move-
ment in its diffuse, nomadic and rhizomic forms of becoming). This distinction 
between politics and the political is of crucial importance.31

Truth and falsity are not values that exist outside the constitutive problematic 
fields that give them sense.32 Ethics, framed in this way, is a problem of power 
and not of duty. An ontological event is to supersede epistemological law. Rather 
than relying upon logos, the emphasis shifts to the ‘natural law’ of nomos.33 In the 
undivided shared space of the cosmos everything becomes a matter of dosage. 
The neo-materialist philosopher Manuel DeLanda explains the main tenets of 
Spinozian ethics, where the moral dichotomy of good and evil is replaced by the 
concept that goes by the name of pharmacon:

In an ethics of nourishing [joy] versus degrading [sadness] assemblages, real-
life experimentation (not a priori theorization) is the key. To use an obvious 
example from environmental ethics: a little phosphorous feeds the soil; too 
much poisons it. Where exactly the threshold is varies with type of soil so it 
cannot be known a priori. But the normative statement ‘do not poison the soil’ 
is there nevertheless. Similarly for society: too much centralization poisons 
(by concentrating power and privilege; by allowing corruption; by taking away 
skills from routinized command-followers etc.) but exactly how much is to be 
decided by social experiments, how else?34

A double bind is a concept proposed by Gregory Bateson to account for a par-
ticular condition of aporia, which results from a kind of split loyalty or mutual 
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determination.35 We raise it to address a particular concern about the alleged 
tendency of some proponents of the affective turn to undermine intelligence in 
favour of instinct, the difference being that instinct presupposes instantaneous 
payoff, while intelligence is about a deferred higher efficiency. A possible con-
sequence of pursuing a narrow instinct-driven interest may have an unintended 
effect in the long run. With its impulsive will to survive (élan vital), humanism 
might indeed turn out to be suicidal, as Claire Colebrook cautions. To prevent 
this scenario she proposes to counter the old (Luddite) active vitalism with the 
so-called passive vitalism, where the emphasis needs to be on the non-organic 
life as a dynamic creativity rather than on the homeostatic environment:

Vitalism in its contemporary mode therefore works in two opposite directions. 
The tradition that Deleuze and Guattari invoke is opposed to the organism 
as subject or substance that would govern differential relations; their con-
cept of ‘life’ refers not to an ultimate principle of survival, self-maintenance 
and continuity but to a disrupting and destructive range of forces. The other 
tradition of vitalism posits ‘life’ as a mystical and unifying principle. It is this 
second vitalism of meaning and the organism that, despite first appearances, 
dominates today.36

The existential territory is not a given.37 Rather, life forms actively construct and 
are constructed by existential niches (sets of affordances) that hold together as 
assemblages.38 The evolutionary biologist Richard Lewontin explains:

This view of environment as causally prior to, and ontologically independ-
ent of, organisms is the surfacing in evolutionary theory of the underlying 
Cartesian structure of our world view. The world is divided into causes and 
effects, the external and internal, environments and the organisms they ‘con-
tain’. While this structure is fine for clocks, since main-springs move the hands 
and not vice versa, it creates indissoluble contradictions when taken as the 
meta-model of the living world.39

Passive Vitalism

It should be easy enough for architects to empathise with the above deferred 
payoff reasoning, since their job is not merely allographic and tactical. It is also 
strategic, if not logistical, as in the case of urbanism and physical planning.40 
There is hardly anything immediate or instantaneous in architectural design. 
Architects don’t (even) make buildings, they make drawings and models of 
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buildings.41 But the analogy with artistic practices is simply far-fetched. Richard 
Sennett rightly dismisses the cult of the artefact as implausible:

Architecture forms a special case in relation to the ideal of integrity, for it 
comes into being in ways paintings, sculptures, and poems do not. The making 
of a piece of urban architecture is a messy process, involving an army of spe-
cialist designers and technicians at war with opposing armies of government 
officials, bankers and clients.42

Put succinctly, architectural design is action at a distance in a profound sense.43 
If ‘assemblage’ has been the core concept of Deleuze and Guattari ever since 
A Thousand Plateaus (1980), then what they call a territory is simply its limit 
condition, as in stratification:

Just as milieus swing between a stratum state and a movement of destratifica-
tion, assemblages swing between a territorial closure that tends to restratify 
them and a deterritorializing movement that connects them to the Cosmos. 
Thus it is not surprising that the distinction we were seeking is not between 
assemblage and something else, but between two limits of any possible 
assemblage, in other words, between the system of strata and the plane of 
consistency.44

Any deterritorialisations and reterritorialisations are to be considered as mere 
dimensions of the very assemblage, which is beyond the full control of the 
designer. Given the asymmetry between the actual territory and the virtual 
assemblage, it should not come as a surprise that ‘what holds an assemblage 
together is not the play of framing forms or linear causalities but, actually or 
potentially, its most deterritorialised [abstract] component’.45 What gives integ-
rity to an assemblage, in other words, is Nietzschean eternal return, which does 
not allow for the return of identity, since this would ultimately come down to 
a final stasis, but must instead stand for the eternal return of differentiation. 
‘All our potential futures are fully real (if virtual) as are all the non-actualized 
pasts, and yet the actualization of any event transforms the whole, always and 
eternally.’46 In the words of Guattari: ‘Repetition is not the law, the finality of 
something; on the contrary, it marks the threshold to “deterritorialization”, the 
indication of a desiring mutation.’47 He continues:

Schizoanalysis . . . meets with the revolutionary struggle to the extent that it 
strives to free the flows, to remove the bolts – the axiomatics of capitalism, 
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the overcoding of the superego, the primitive territorialities artificially recon-
structed, etc. The work of the analyst, the revolutionary, and the artist meet 
to the extent that they must constantly tear down systems which reify desire, 
which submit the subject to the familial and social hierarchy (I am a man, I am 
a woman, I am a son, I am a brother, etc.). No sooner does someone say, ‘I am 
this or that’ than desire is strangled.48

Deleuze and Guattari’s favourite example of the ‘cutting edge of deterritorialisa-
tion’ is the refrain (ritornello). ‘In a general sense, we call a refrain any aggregate 
of matters of expression that draws a territory and develops into territorial 
motifs and landscapes.’49 They insist that it is the difference that is rhythmic, not 
the repetition.50 ‘Rhythm is the milieus’ answer to chaos.’51

To meet the challenge of the double bind, there needs to occur a fundamen-
tal change in the architect’s role from a synoptic visionary – a psychological 
subject whose private meanings and public expressions are crucial to under-
standing his work and its effects – to a more humble (synaptic) explorer of the 
machinic phylum where resingularisation may occur.52 A paradigmatic example 
of a synoptic visionary is Ayn Rand’s architect Howard Roark.53 By contrast, the 
‘intensification of events’ also known as dramatisation can best be illustrated 
with an example of the periodic table.54 DeLanda explains: ‘What constitutes 
Mendelev’s great achievement is that he was the first one to have the courage 
to leave open gaps in the classification instead of trying to impose an artificial 
completeness on it.’55 The sedentary pigeonholing has given way to the nomadic 
distribution. According to the topology connoisseur Bernard Cache, ‘one of the 
great failings of architectural theory has been its inability to go beyond a theory 
of proportions, a striking case being Le Corbusier with his Modulor’,56 which 
is a mereological issue. Conversely, the architecture theorist Manfredo Tafuri 
identifies the great mereotopological merit of American urban planning since 
the mid-eighteenth century: ‘in the United States, absolute freedom is granted 
to the single architectural fragment, which is situated in a context that is not 
formally conditioned by it. . . . Here urban planning [whole] and architecture 
[part] are finally separated from each other.’57 The whole is not of the parts, but 
alongside them and in addition to them, ever open and divergent.

A determinant interconnection between obeying and commanding (empathy 
and abstraction) requires not surrendering to the matter but ‘meeting it half-
way’.58 ‘It is the concurrent organization of matter by the force of thought, and 
the reorientation of thought by material forces. It is the mutual penetration and 
destabilization of thought and matter.’59 Many a Deleuzian epigone will frown at 
such a proposal of a semi-automatic mode of operation, as if immanence were 
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only guaranteed by taking the architect out of the loop, together with the right 
angles and the rest of the superseded toolkit. Very often one hears arguments 
in favour of processual automatism that Robert Somol sums up as ‘look, ma’, 
no hands’. In his view, this is just not convincing enough. The process is just 
a device. It ought to become a technique to generate other effects that are not 
reducible to or explainable by the context of function arguments.60 Furthermore, 
while formalism certainly knows what probability means, it does not know what 
realisation means, and to presume otherwise is to commit a category error.61 An 
event that is unforeseen in fact is unforeseeable in principle:

The future doesn’t consist of future possibilities. The future is real, when 
 possibility . . . is only a fabrication made up after the real. The real future (as 
opposed to our toy-idea of a future) is made up of events, which emerge out of 
nothing that may anticipate them. Such events are real and create the possibil-
ities that ‘will have led’ to them.62

Those opposed to the partnership with matter also forget that the architect 
is but an effect quasi-caused by the conceptual persona or aesthetic figure. 
The former is the power of concepts and the latter is the powers of affects 
and percepts. ‘Philosophy’s sole aim is to become worthy of the event, and 
it is precisely the conceptual person who counter-effectuates the event.’63 
Counter-actualisation is the highest power of the principle of sufficient reason 
(as an intrinsic genesis, not an extrinsic conditioning) in its turning against the 
principle of non- contradiction. It marks the passage from the exclusive to the 
 inclusive disjunction.64

The architectural audience does not come ready-made either. We are in need 
of a people, Deleuze and Guattari say, a people yet to come. Not to address 
the one who is missing, but the one who will arrive.65 Colebrook’s distinction 
between active and passive vitalisms becomes crucial. In order to take a step 
forward we need not take a step back, as in the former, but start from the middle 
(par le milieu), as in the latter:

Active
In the beginning we created the world, we subjected ourselves to systems and 
now we have to reclaim the world we created.

Passive
In the beginning there is a ‘system’. It is through the system that we think. One 
has to understand the emergence of the system.66
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It is certainly not enough to replace the quasi-objective Cartesian space with the 
quasi-subjective Umwelt.67 In everyday German Umwelt means surroundings or 
environment, but through the work of Jakob von Uexküll the term has acquired 
the meaning of the phenomenal world. Instead, we need to tap into the mutual 
becoming, of two transcendental illusions formerly known as self and world. 
The champion of the concept of radical auto-affection, Raymond Ruyer, takes 
this to be the most delicate point:

We should vehemently deny the existence of a geometric dimension that pro-
vides a point of observation external to the sensory field. But we should affirm 
no less vehemently the existence of a sort of ‘metaphysical’ transversal to the 
entire field, whose two ‘extremities’ are the ‘I’ (or the x of organic individual-
ity), on one hand, and the guiding Idea of organization, on the other.68

By contrast to the two paralogisms that bestow extensive properties of actual 
products on the intensive production process, we need to tap into the dynamic 
creativity or Ruyer’s ‘absolute survey’ instead. It is always the difference – 
sub-representational will to power – that is the condition of identity and not 
the other way around.69 The mechanicist part-to-whole relationship has to be 
supplanted by the one-all machinic concept of multiplicity:

Multiplicities are made up of becoming without history, of individuation with-
out subject (the way in which a river, a climate, an event, a day, an hour of the 
day, is individualized). That is, the concept exists just as much in empiricism as 
in rationalism, but it has a completely different use and a completely different 
nature: it is a being-multiple, instead of a being-one, a being-whole or being 
as subject.70

If metaphysics is concerned with the beginning/totality, and epistemology 
with foundation/ground, our task is to address consistency/consolidation. At 
the meso level (formerly known as environment) the commitment to passive 
vitalism turns our attention to ecology, not as a tree-hugging pathos (the Gaia 
hypothesis), but as an ethos of irreducible complexity.71 By irreducible we mean 
non-transcendental, non-universal, non-eternal and non-discursive. This is how 
Lewontin underscores the emergent (yet constructed) wholes that could not be 
understood by being broken down into parts:

Over the last three hundred years the analytic model has been immensely 
successful in explaining nature in such a way as to allow us to manipulate 
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and  predict it. It seems abundantly clear to us now that the holistic view of 
the world obstructs any possibility of a practical understanding of natural 
phenomena. But the success of the clock model, in contrast to the failure 
of obscurantist holism, has led to an overly simplified view of the relations 
of parts to wholes and causes to effects . . . Taken together, the relations of 
genes, organisms, and environments are reciprocal relations in which all three 
elements are both causes and effects. Genes and environment are both causes 
of organisms, which are, in turn, causes of environments, so that genes become 
causes of environments as mediated by organisms.72

In other words, synthesis is not analysis in reverse. As the dystopian novelist J. 
G. Ballard noted, ‘the obsession with the specific activity of quantified functions 
is what science shares with pornography’.73 By contrast, each concept ought 
to be related to the variables that determine its mutations, rather than con-
strued a priori or a posteriori. Rationalism and empiricism are not opposed but 
 co-constitutive.74 It is high time to put the horse of intensity and its affective 
catalytic operators before the cart of intentionality or ‘aboutness’ of reason.75 
Society is not an ensemble of rational individuals who are each aiming at the 
maximisation of profit. The unconscious investment of desire always counts for 
more than the conscious investment of interest.76 Consequently, what architects 
create first and foremost are ethico-aesthetical affordances, a certain existence 
which is more than the idealist’s representation, but less than the realist’s thing.77

The recomposition of what Guattari refers to as architectural enunciation 
transforms the trade of the architect who becomes its relay by assuming analytic 
and pragmatic responsibility for the production of subjectivity.78 We are in need 
of a practice that will reunite the quasi-objective theory of perception with the 
quasi-subjective theory of art, where particular situations are not subsumed by 
universal forms. According to the Whiteheadian scholar Judith Jones, subjecti-
vation is a creative act: ‘the subject is not having emotional reactions to an object 
but is a subject in virtue of the provoked activity of a reactive incorporation 
of objects in the coming to be of an entity which would not come to be unless 
those provocative objects [affordances] were working in it’.79 What we are in 
need of is the architecture of immanence where the condition is no greater than 
the conditioned. In the words of the author of Cyclonopedia, Reza Negarestani, 
‘proceeding becomes a matter of following a new choice of disequilibrium that 
opens up a new path or transit, and with that new constraints which bring 
into view new affordances of action’.80 To rethink Hume’s challenge is to be 
concerned not with the epistemological stability of logically necessary theories 
but with the metastabilities of contingently obligatory ontological processes 
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of singularisation themselves.81 Not only will this keep us from cheating by 
overcoding, but it will also release us from the bad habit of tracing the transcen-
dental from the empirical. Most importantly, it will allow for the long overdue 
unyoking of coherence from congruence.
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11 Involutionary Architecture:  
Unyoking Coherence from Congruence

Men are conscious of their own desire, but are ignorant of the causes whereby 
that desire has been determined. (Spinoza, 1764)1

In solipsism, you are ultimately isolated and alone, isolated by the premise ‘I 
make it all up.’ But at the other extreme, the opposite of solipsism, you would 
cease to exist, becoming nothing but a metaphoric feather blown by the winds 
of external ‘reality’. (But in that region there are no metaphors!) Somewhere 
between these two is a region where you are partly blown by the winds of real-
ity and partly an artist creating a composite out of the inner and outer events. 
(Bateson, 1977)2

It would no longer involve raising to infinity or finitude but an unlimited 
finity, thereby evoking every situation of force in which a finite number of 
components yields a practically unlimited diversity of combinations. It would 
be neither the fold nor the unfold that would constitute the active mechanism, 
but something like the Superfold . . . And is this unlimited finity or superfold 
not what Nietzsche had already designated with the name of eternal return? 
The forces within man enter into a relation with forces from the outside. 
(Deleuze, 1988)3

Annexed Milieu as a Site of Resistance to the Present

This chapter is devoted to the involutionary relation of the forces from within 
with the forces from without.4 It starts from the premise that the interior as a 
given needs to be set aside until the issue of how the given is given has been 
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addressed. Only then will it be possible to make sense of the superfold’s (eternal) 
giving. When the explanatory ladder is turned upside down, what has figured as 
an explanation – namely interiority as a datum – becomes that which begs the 
question. To give due prominence to interiorisation it is necessary to stop treat-
ing structure and agency independently. To discount the facile rejoinder that 
evolution is imposed design, focus must be given to the mutation of boundary 
conditions.5 In the words of Didier Debaise: ‘It is as if the universe, in its creative 
advance, never ceases to create new constraints, which are the existents them-
selves, canalizing how they inherit what is possible, in a new way.’6

To think the moving by way of the unmovable is to privilege homeostasis 
over and above homeodynamics. This is a misconception, since the latter bears 
the capacity to learn. The idea of a progressive constraint, as captured in Félix 
Guattari’s concept of ethico-aesthetics, will require a step further in order to 
substitute the gregarious morphodynamics for the parochial metabolic con-
cerns of homeodynamics.7 As Guattari’s radical empiricist predecessor William 
James surmised, only if sentience is involved do ethical considerations come 
into play.8 Sentience inevitably implies a valence (response-ability),9 and that 
raises the question of immanent normativity. Physics may be value-free, but 
ecology is certainly not.10 By positing that there are good and bad encounters, 
Spinoza paved the road for such a nomadic version of normativity. The encoun-
ters can be distinguished as the empowering powers of life and the hindering 
powers over life.11 His ethics equals ethology. Consequently, niche construction 
could have taken another course, because no thing is logically necessary but only 
ever contingently obligatory.

The truth of the relative, which is not to be confused with the (postmodern) 
relativity of truth, has profound consequences for design in general and archi-
tecture in particular. In his preface to Bernard Cache’s Earth Moves, Michael 
Speaks draws a diagram of architecture’s enabling constraints. Building a wall 
is to disconnect first and then reconnect differently by punching holes in it.12 
Crucially and somewhat paradoxically, architectural relation is always ante-
cedent to its relata, the interior and exterior. While the interior and exterior 
are interior to the actualised systems of strata, the process of dividing remains 
exterior to both regardless of whether they are inorganic (geological), organic 
(biological) or alloplastic (cultural).13

The thesis of Gerald Raunig’s book aptly named Dividuum rests on a kindred 
premise.14 By introducing a third term, namely the singular-one, Raunig over-
comes the impasse of the binary opposition between the individual-one and the 
all-one. In his Cartography of Exhaustion: Nihilism Inside Out, Peter Pál Pelbart 
joins Raunig in refusing to take sides between (what effectively is the conceptual 
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double of) individualism and communalism: ‘neither fusion, nor intersubjective 
dialectic, nor metaphysics of alterity, but rather an enveloping composition, a 
disjunctive synthesis, a polyphonic game’.15 For my own purposes it is worth 
emphasising that interiority does not entail detachment from the world. Rather, 
the interior is inconceivable as non-reciprocally presupposed with, or non-mu-
tually constitutive of, the exterior.

Notoriously, Deleuze and Guattari never settled for diacritical solutions 
either. That is why they proposed a further con-division of every stratum into 
metastable epistrata and parastrata.16 The former relate to territorialities and 
movements of de-re-territorialisation, while the latter relate to codes and pro-
cesses of de-re-coding. Material and discursive activity is all there is.17 The 
epistrata are just as inseparable from the movements that constitute them as are 
the parastrata from their processes of semiosis. The entanglement of epistrata 
and parastrata is known as the ecumenon. This unity of composition is opposed 
to the plane of consistency, or the planomenon.

To bring the concept of the ecumenon down from a high register of abstrac-
tion, the authors of Deleuze and Geophilosophy provide a helpful diagram.18 
In the case of religion, the unity of composition is not established solely by the 
faithful who make up the interior and the unfaithful from the exterior. It also 
includes the membrane that both protects the ecumenon’s integrity and projects 
its messages. In this particular diagram (the ecumenon need not be religious), 
the epistrata are different internal stable states or organisational nuances and 
the parastrata are different affects, or capacities for becomings when encounter-
ing other assemblages.

Drawing on Gilbert Simondon’s work, Deleuze and Guattari do not merely 
distinguish between the interior and exterior milieus mediated by the milieu of 
the membrane. They introduce the fourth – annexed – milieu, whereby sources 
of energy, different from the material that will make up the interior, are annexed 
to the organism. Crucially for my thesis, apart from being defined by the capture 
of energy sources, the fourth milieu is related to action-perceptions.19

According to Deleuze and Guattari, the development of associated milieus 
with all their active-perceptive and energetic characteristics culminates in 
Jacob von Uexküll’s Umwelt.20 They provide a graphic example which was also 
a favourite of Gregory Bateson’s.21 The annexed milieu of the tick is threefold 
and consists of (1) the gravitational pull (climbing the tree), (2) the olfactory 
field (perception: scenting the prey) and (3) the haptic sense (action: locating 
a hairless spot to latch on to). Although much more is to be found there, it is 
blatantly disregarded, because it does not matter for the life of ticks. Here one 
recognises a Bergsonian trope where perception is a function of ascēsis, and 
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not of enrichment.22 Existential niches are subtracted from the intensive space 
(spatium).23 In contrast to phenomenology, which maintains the isomorphic 
symmetry between the two prongs of the empirico-transcendental double, we 
ought to insist on the ‘vital’ asymmetry between the actual territory and the 
virtual milieu-of-milieus. The disparation is literally ontogenetic (in this region 
there are no metaphors!).

Deleuze never tires of expressing his preference for lines over points. 
This is his subtle way of distinguishing between the milieu’s dimensions that 
are directional (topological) and those of territories that are dimensional 
(metric). While accepting multiple scales of reality, this view opposes the 
alleged primacy of the physical world. What we cope with is the Umwelt. 
The Umwelt is an ethological concept insofar as it is defined by capacities 
or affects. Affect is shorthand for to-affect-and-be-affected. The animal is 
prone to fight as much as it is to flight. By this curious assertion Deleuze and 
Guattari target the vulgar view of the supposed evolutionary drive known 
as the survival of the fittest. Flights of those supposedly less fit are also con-
quests and creations in their own right:

A . . . kind of line of flight arises when the associated milieu is rocked by blows 
from the exterior, forcing the animal to abandon it and strike up an association 
with new portions of exteriority, this time leaning on its interior milieus like 
fragile crutches. When the seas dried, the primitive Fish left its associated 
milieu to explore land, forced to ‘stand on its own legs’, now carrying water 
only on the inside, in the amniotic membranes protecting the embryo.24

Although the process of natural selection decreases variety and increases con-
straints on form and function, the resultant consistency provides a certain resil-
ience that in turn allows new forms of cultural variety to emerge in parallel to 
the natural. The new means by which new information – defined as difference 
that makes a difference – can emerge open up new higher-order combinatorial 
possibilities. These new possibilities, however, come under the constraining 
influence of the natural selection process. In the words of the biological anthro-
pologist Terry Deacon: ‘such back-and-forth interplay between [evolutionary] 
selection and [involutionary] morphodynamics thus opens the door to indefi-
nite complexification and ever higher-order forms of teleodynamic organiza-
tion’.25 Deacon’s concept of ‘teleonomy’ from Incomplete Nature is valuable 
for describing the kind of action that is intentional without being intended (by 
someone, least of all the fully constituted self-identical subject):



 INVOLUTIONARY ARCHITECTURE  | 177

Teleonomy implies law-like behavior that is oriented toward a particular target 
state in systems where there is no explicit representation of that state (much 
less an intention to achieve it), but only a regular predictable orientation 
toward an end state.26

In conformity with Deleuzian static genesis, teleonomy is propelled by teleody-
namics. Static genesis is pitted against its counterpart, which qualifies as dynamic 
by virtue of its movement from a sensation-intensive encounter to the thinking 
of abstract-yet-real ideas. Conversely, static geneses move from the virtual idea 
to an intensive individuation process to an actual entity.27 The concept genesis, 
which is static, is meant to challenge the bad habit of privileging the mechanis-
tic (push–pull) efficient causality over the quasi-final braided causality.28 This 
prematurely disqualified non-linear causal efficacy is teleonomic or tendential 
(that is, neofinalist),29 rather than teleological or axiomatic. It is important to 
stress that in terms of coping with (the constraints and opportunities of) the 
environment, interactions are triggered as much kinematically – without refer-
ence to force or mass – as they are kinetically or techno- deterministically. Put 
simply, response-able life forms respond as much to signs as they do to causal 
impulses, if not more.30 Better still, what Karen Barad refers to as intra-action31 
– the mutual constitution of entangled agencies – depends on the flow of epis-
temic engines as much as it does on the force of thermodynamic engines, where 
engine stands for any system that supplies dynamics for another system.32

Due to its dependence on abstract tools (for production) and concrete social 
purpose (of consumption), the discipline of architecture has a unique insight 
into the entanglement of the pathic and ontic, the kinematic and kinetic. We 
argue that it is the incommensurability of the non-discursive and discursive that 
makes involution possible and superfolding thinkable. As Bateson emphatically 
argued, ‘confusing information processes [pathic epistemic engines] with ener-
getic processes [ontic thermodynamic engines] was one of the most problematic 
tendencies of twentieth-century science. . . . they are in fact warp and weft of a 
single causal fabric’.33

An example is in order. Let us once again refer to the animal Umwelt. Not a 
tick or fish this time, but a cat. According to Bateson, to exist is to be engaged 
in a certain form of play which, as he effectively argues, has a teleonomic struc-
ture: a cat’s nip means a ‘non-bite’.34 This, however, is not to be confused with 
language. The concept of involution becomes instrumental in putting the non- 
discursive intensity and its affective catalytic operators before intentionality or 
the aboutness of reason. In the words of David Roden, ‘if the encounter gives 
non-inferential knowledge of the structure of reality, then it must do so without 
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situating this categorical insight within the “space of reasons” secured by the 
inferential proprieties of language’.35 After all, the development from bacteria 
to Bach was achieved through ‘competence without comprehension’, that is, 
relying on significance without signification.36

While meaning is traditionally defined in terms of an organism’s perceptions 
governed by intentionality, J. J. Gibson proposes an alternative approach by 
way of affordance that is apersonal, pre-subjective, extra-propositional and sub- 
representative, that is, immanent. This is how he introduces the neologism in his 
major work The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception:

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it 
provides or furnishes, either for good or ill. The verb to afford is found in the 
dictionary, but the noun affordance is not. I have made it up. I mean by it 
something that refers to both the environment and the animal in a way that 
no existing term does. It implies the complementarity of the animal and the 
environment.37

The frequent reference to animals in both Gibson’s and Deleuze’s work is not 
accidental. It is meant to emphasise the shared continuum of humans and ani-
mals rather than the break so dear to the rationalist tradition that insists on 
human exceptionalism. Social implications ensue. Society is not an aggregate of 
Hobbesian rational individuals as agents who are each aiming to maximise profit 
by way of communication. In the words of Debaise, ‘what communicates are 
not subjects between themselves, but regimes of [subjectivation] which meet’.38 
The always-already-collective unconscious investment of desire – where desire 
implies rupture with linear causality – counts for more than the individual 
conscious investment of interest. The annexed milieu thus becomes a poten-
tial site of resistance to the hegemony of representational and instrumental 
thinking. The Umwelt is a locus of creation, rather than communication. As 
certified niche constructionists, what architects modulate first and foremost are 
ethico-aesthetical affordances.

The primacy of temporal boundedness (affect/affordances) over spatial 
boundedness (shelter) becomes more evident as we ascend to the level of bio-
logical and mental selfhood.39 Beth Lord identifies the moment in which Kant 
approaches the theory of immanent differential genesis: ‘it is a matter of pro-
ducing my being by internally differentiating it from my thinking’.40 This kind of 
determination does not presuppose re-cognition, as in subsuming a given being 
under an external concept that would determine it as my being. Ernst Cassirer 
would qualify it as a move from the generic to the genetic principle of deter-
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mination.41 This bootstrapping moment occurs when the ‘I think’ generates 
itself from its own differential relation to itself. Dan Smith espouses Deleuze’s 
self-declared indebtedness to Kant.42 When desire is no longer defined in terms 
of lack, but in terms of production, the already miraculous bootstrapping trans-
forms itself into an even more miraculous substantiation of sorts whereby one 
produces the object because one desires it.43

By contrast to evolution, involution is not only irreducible to mechanistic 
causality but also free from any parochial fatalism, including that of self-preser-
vation. After all, if effects were reducible to their causes, novelty would be ruled 
out in advance. As Sanford Kwinter underscored, the essential human engage-
ment in the environment is geared towards extraction of sensory stimulation, 
not nourishment.44 In this he sides with Nietzsche, who took issue with the 
Darwinist emphasis on the all-too-reactive adaptation. He argued for the will 
to power that provides life with new self-overcoming directions and interpreta-
tions.45 A contemporary version of the ‘power of the false’ is best exemplified by 
the slogan concluding the Xenofeminist Manifesto: ‘If nature is unjust, change 
nature!’46

It ought to be clear by now that the exterior milieu is equally inconceivable 
as non-correlative of the interior milieu. As we have argued, both interior and 
exterior are exterior to the relation of exchange (porosity) between them. This 
is the crux of radical empiricism. The terms of the relation are determined only 
ex post facto. First comes the ritornello, minimally defined as the relation which 
is free of conceptual prejudices. In the words of Anne Sauvagnargues from her 
superb Artmachines:

Neither objective, cosmological time, nor a time of consciousness ‘in general’, 
ritornellos express time less as it is lived (vécu) than as it is inhabited (habité), 
as bundles of sensory signs by which we extract a territory from surrounding 
milieus through consolidation and habit. For habit very much concerns the 
temporal milieu in the form of repetition, but valorises the attainment of 
consistency as well as the crisis by which we attain consistency when we inte-
riorise time as a power of transformation, by stabilising it as a milieu and as a 
habitation.47

In the next two sections I will position the discipline of architecture in relation 
to affect theory and demonstrate that the so-called perceptual illusions are not 
illusions at all. It is not a surprise then that Deleuze and Guattari underscored 
the (molecular) revolutionary capacity of op art.48
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Reclaiming the Affect Theory for Architectural Enunciation

Incorporeal materialism knows no ultimate foundation but the immanence of 
powers, relations and bodily compositions. There is no need to postulate the 
existence of a more fundamental realm. To embrace radical empiricism is to see 
cognition as belonging to the same world as that of its objects.49 In Spinozian 
parlance, natura naturans and natura naturata – the engendering and engen-
dered – are inseparable.

To embrace the affective turn is to acknowledge that, unlike affections (feel-
ings), affect is impersonal, pre-individual and unmediated. Paradoxically, feel-
ings are states produced by thoughts, while thoughts are actually produced by 
affects. ‘Not a thought that is assembled individually,’ Guattari stresses, ‘but 
an n-dimensional thought in which everything thinks at the same time, indi-
viduals as well as groups, the “chemical” as well as the “chromosome”, and the 
biosphere.’50

Instead of focusing on the all-too-human meaning (signification), the posthu-
man architect ought to focus on affect (affordance). In contrast to representa-
tion, expression is singularly determined (univocal). Architecture is effective 
not because of its predicates, but rather for the absolutely singular event of 
its relationality that remains irreducible to any conclusive determination. 
Consequently, the built environment affects without a priori determining any 
meaning. It neither solicits nor precludes consensus.

In this approach I side with Jeffrey Kipnis, who insists on the cleavage 
between engineering and architecture, that is, between the subjugating effect 
of the former and the liberating affect of the latter.51 While engineering – as 
science – delivers the greatest good for most people by reducing difference 
(geodesic principle), architecture – conceived as art – offers emancipatory 
potential by constructing new existential niches, that is, a new set of affects/
affordances. Arguably, architects produce nothing but affordances, or a way 
of affecting which recasts them as psychotropic practitioners. Psychotropy is 
Daniel Smail’s version of what Daniel Stern called the modulation of affective 
tonality.52 It includes the mood-shaping of others (teletropy), things we do to 
ourselves (autotropy) and things we ingest.

The mood-altering practices, behaviors, and institutions generated by 
human culture are what I refer to, collectively, as psychotropic mechanisms. 
Psychotropic is a strong word but not wholly inapt, for these mechanisms have 
neurochemical effects that are not all that dissimilar from those produced by 
the drugs normally called psychotropic or psychoactive.53
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To exemplify the difference between tele- and autotropic practices, Smail refers 
to Christianity. This particular faith, with its teletropic practices, such as liturgy 
and confession, is famously hostile to a range of ‘sinful’ autotropic practices, 
such as masturbation and alcohol consumption.54 It could be argued that psy-
chotropy is one of the fundamental posthuman conditions. Smail makes a con-
nection with the advent of civilisation, which ‘brought with it an economy and a 
political system organized increasingly around the delivery of sets of practices, 
institutions, and goods that alter or subvert human body chemistry. This is what 
gives civilizations their color and texture.’55

The reference to colour and texture is not coincidental. As far as I am con-
cerned, any attempt to undermine the so-called qualia would result in the fallacy 
of what Whitehead called the bifurcation of nature, or the untenable split of 
primary from secondary qualities. Gibson was adamant: ‘It is . . . a mistake to 
separate the cultural environment from the natural environment, as if there 
were a world of mental products distinct from the world of material products. 
There is only one world.’56 Likewise, the privilege of presentational immediacy 
(discretion) over causal efficacy (becoming) would lead to the Whiteheadian 
fallacy of misplaced concreteness. As Deleuze’s caveat goes, the true opposite of 
the concrete is not the abstract, but the discrete.57

In contrast to the metaphysical viewpoint of nominalism, affect theory 
embraces realism according to which virtualities or state spaces – not just actual 
instances – are important in determining what happens in the world. In the 
concluding section we will give a concrete example of such abstract space with 
real efficacy, akin to Karen Barad’s ‘agential realism’.58 Recasting the realism/
nominalism debate in terms of dynamics and constraints eliminates the need 
to pit generalities against particulars and communalism against individualism. 
Deacon: ‘What exist are processes of change, constraints exhibited by those pro-
cesses, and the statistical smoothing and the attractors (dynamical regularities 
that form due to self-organizing processes) that embody the options left by these 
constraints.’59

Once again, I want to carve out a third line, which diverges from both the 
totalising wholes and constitutive parts.60 The all-too-structuralist mereology 
ought to give way to the conception of the open whole that is not of the parts, 
but alongside them.61 We thus turn our attention to mereotopology defined in 
terms of progressive constraint (teleodynamics). Given the growing prestige of 
contemporary neurosciences it has become impossible to continue to rely on 
armchair theorising. As Catherine Malabou argues, the reinvigorated interest in 
the cerebral is not to be dismissed as neuro-reductionism.62 Quite the opposite: 
it is the locus of the most promising research trajectory that places biology 
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and history – nature and culture – on the same footing.63 Only humans are 
biologically compelled to modify and redesign their environment in an inno-
vative and historical manner.64 The (neo-)Lamarckian accelerationist nature of 
cultural involution exposes the vulnerability of purely Darwinian explanations. 
The mode of relating itself, rather than any adaptationist end, is arguably the 
dominant ontopower. We are not just evolutionary products, but also evolving 
causes of involution. Deacon’s espousal is worth quoting at length:

The shift from simple autogen replication to information-based reproduction, 
though it might be a rare evolutionary transition in a cosmic sense, is one that 
would make a fundamental difference wherever and whenever it occurred. 
The capacity to offload, store, conserve, transmit, and manipulate information 
about the relationship between components in a teleodynamic system and its 
potential environmental contexts is the ultimate ententional revolution.

By combining the prefix en- (for ‘within’) with the adjectival form meaning 
something like ‘inclined toward’, Deacon coins the word ententional to define 
intention minus intentionality. He continues:

It marks the beginning of [asignifying] semiosis as we normally conceive of it, 
and with it a vast virtual representational universe of possibilities, because it 
marks a fundamental decoupling of what is dynamically possible from imme-
diately present dynamical probabilities – the point at which the merely prob-
able becomes subordinate to representational possibility. This is the source of 
the explosive profligacy of biological evolution.65

To put it succinctly, passive (‘evo’) adaptation to the environment is comple-
mented by active modulation of (and by) the annexed milieu, hence ‘evo-devo’. 
In this light we might want to recast involution as becoming active out of con-
stitutive passivity:

The evolution of this ‘anticipatory sentience’ – nested within, constituted by, 
and acting on behalf of the ‘reactive (or vegetative) sentience’ of the organism 
– has given rise to emergent features that have no precedent. Animal sentience 
is one of these. As brains have evolved to become more complex, the teleody-
namic processes they support have become more convoluted as well, and with 
this the additional distinctively higher-order mode of human symbolically 
mediated sentience has emerged. These symbolic abilities provide what might 
be described as sentience of the abstract.66
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Geno-reductionists were wrong to privilege filiation over alliance.67 It has now 
become undeniable that the phenotypical expression of genes is shaped by 
the Umwelt.68 Unsurprisingly, the rates of phenotypical change are greater in 
urbanising systems than in natural and non-urban anthropogenic systems.69 
The Gibsonian aproach was ahead of the epigenetic curve by focusing on affor-
dances: ‘ask not what’s inside your head, but what your head’s inside of’.70 A 
contemporary version of this motto spells ‘ask not what’s inside the genes you 
inherited, but what your genes are inside of’.71 Epigenesis, let us remind our-
selves briefly, is the theory of development in which forms are influenced and 
modified by the milieu. It provides for the often overlooked link between the 
genotype and phenotype. The fatally missing link is the process of development 
itself, that is, progressive differentiation.

Conrad Waddington is credited with coining the term epigenetics in 1942 
for the branch of biology that studies causal interactions between genes and 
their products, giving rise to the phenotype. While the question of the extent to 
which we are pre-programmed – by filiation – versus developmentally shaped 
– in alliance – awaits universal consensus, it is safe to suggest that the field of 
epigenetics has helped bridge the gap between nature and nurture.72 No wonder 
that it should appeal to architects, as niche constructionists who could be said to 
sculpt brains by way of sculpting neither the genetic, nor the epigenetic, but the 
epi-phylo-genetic nature-cultures. The distinction between the three mnemo-
technics comes from Bernard Stiegler, who urges us to rethink the relationship 
between ontogeny and phylogeny, that is, between development at organismic 
scales and branching at evolutionary scales.73 If epigenetics is the concept of 
non-genetic heritability, such as language acquisition, then epi-phylo-genetic 
means that the rhetoric of ‘we build our cities and in return they build us’ is to 
be taken literally.74

Epiphylogenetics . . . designates the appearance of a new relation between 
the organism and its environment, which is also a new state of matter. If the 
individual is organic organized matter, then its relation to its environment (to 
matter in general, organic or inorganic) . . . is mediated by the organized but 
inorganic matter of the organon, the tool with its instructive role . . . It is in 
this sense that the what invents the who just as much as it is invented by it.75

It is time for the discipline of architecture to awaken from the slumber of 
anthropocentrism and fully embrace the posthumanist involution. By oppos-
ing the ecumenon to the planomenon, Deleuze and Guattari propose that we 
drop anthropomorphism for geomorphism. The problem with our inherited 
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 abstractions is not that they are too abstract. On the contrary, they are not 
abstract enough. The ecological approach to cognition must not rely on rep-
resentation, which typically comes in the form of a model. The problem is not to 
understand how to construct a simulacrum of the world, but how to cope with 
it. Or better, make with it, sympoietically. According to Donna Haraway, we 
ought to learn to be truly present by staying with the trouble. There is no awful 
or Edenic past to go to. There are no apocalyptic or salvific futures either. There 
are only ‘myriad unfinished configurations of places, times, matters, meanings’.76

James’s fellow pragmatist Charles Sanders Peirce recognised the limit of 
formal if-then logic (induction and deduction) and argued for the hands-on 
what-if logic of abduction.77 This form of material inference or speculative 
extrapolation presupposes an intervention into the causal fabric of reality. 
Paraphrasing the famous Marxist dictum, Maria Puig de la Bellacasa writes: 
‘theory has only observed the world; the point is to touch it’. She elaborates:

Awareness that knowledge-making processes are inseparably world making 
and materially consequential evokes the power to touch of knowledge prac-
tices, and therefore a feminist concern to keep in touch with the politics and 
ethics at the heart of scientific and academic conversations.78

As I have argued, radical empiricism takes relations to be as real as objects. 
Furthermore, relations as higher-order facts or invariants are not only real but 
also directly perceivable. Under speculative pragmatism, reality is subject to 
scrutiny, that is, indefinite differentiation. It unfolds in experience, rather than 
sitting behind experience.

Let us consider a simple but illustrative what-if example. Take three snap-
shots of a frame within a frame (A, B, C) defined not merely by outlines, but 
by two superimposed textured surfaces (patterned, as they usually are in the 
environment)79 (Figure 11.1). Let us now imagine that the surfaces start looming 
(as a result of the beholder’s forward locomotion), which comes across as con-
tinuous transformation of the pattern (self-induced optical flow) both within 
and without the inner frame (A′, B′, C′). If the rate of change of the inner and 
outer patterns is the same, the frames are flush (A-A′). If the rate of change of 
the inner pattern is faster, it is a protruding obstacle (B-B′). If the rate of change 
of the inner pattern is slower, it is a recess which affords ‘walk-through-ability’ 
(C-C′). Curiously, even here at the level of Umwelt (action-perceptions) we are 
relying on none other than the two greatest Darwinian contributions to mere-
otopology, namely the substitution of populations for (eternal) types and the 
substitution of rates-of-change (intensity) for degrees.
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In line with our previous argument, we could go as far as to suggest a reversal 
of the logic that rests on the substantive conception of the subject. As Leibniz 
knew, it is not the subject that has a point of view. Rather, the subject is second 
in relation to the point of view.80 In our concrete example it would entail the 
following reversal: to make the optic array flow is to start moving; to cancel the 
flow is to stop; to make the flow reverse is to go back (and not the other way 
around!). By consuming these states (make/cancel/reverse flow) – the third pas-
sive synthesis of consumption – one gradually becomes aware of one’s selfhood 
(larval subject): the experience is ‘mine’, hence there is also ‘me’.81

Senses fold upon each other, intensively cross-referencing disparate planes of 
experience. They are neither separate nor discrete. Nor are ethics and aesthetics, 
action and perception, movement and image. In Gesture and Speech, André 
Leroi-Gourhan shows that encephalisation begins from the feet more than from 

Figure 11.1 Occlusion as a higher-order invariant. Based on Turvey, ‘Perception: The Ecological 
Approach’.
Source: author.
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the head, since the brain profits from locomotion but does not provoke it.82 The 
teleodynamism of the brain that evolved to guide locomotion and the capacity 
to modify the Umwelt will inevitably sculpt the brain itself. Not only does a 
special emergent form of self continually create its self-similarity and continuity, 
but it does so with respect to its alternative virtual forms.83

The isomorphism between the virtual space of experience (Umwelt) and the 
actual experience of space (environment) does not depend on resemblance. 
It requires continuum-thinking attuned to transformations of states (field of 
rapidities and slownesses), rather than identification of transcendental objects 
(figure–ground). The separation between the molecular and molar is never 
clear-cut, and that is why I resort to Guattari’s concept of transversality, akin 
to Haraway’s making-with (sympoiesis) rather self-making (autopoiesis). Let us 
now turn to the concluding section in order to (schizo)analyse a concrete case 
of the involutionary immanent relation of forces from within with forces from 
without.

Speculations on Complex Interiors and (Speculative) Ententionality

In their article ‘Symmetry and Symmetry-Breaking in Thermodynamic and 
Epistemic Engines’, the ecological psychologists Peter Kugler and Robert Shaw 
effectively describe an involutionary process based on the non-linear coupling 
of thermodynamic laws.84 I will start this third and last section by laying out the 
key terms, with the exception of symmetry-(breaking), which will be dealt with 
subsequently.

First comes the difference between the first and the second law. The first law 
of thermodynamics is that of conservation of matter and energy, which stipu-
lates that matter and energy cannot be created or destroyed. They can be trans-
formed, and energy can be converted from one form into another, but the total 
of the equivalent amounts of both must always remain constant. The second law 
of thermodynamics, aka entropy, states that energy of all sorts tends to change 
itself spontaneously into more dispersed, random or less organised forms. No 
wonder then that entropy is seized upon by artists, such as Robert Smithson, 
who used it to create a new kind of geophilosophical continuity between the 
interior and exterior, one that involved the immediate present and the most 
remote geological past alike.85 The second law is nearly ubiquitous, yet not 
universal. Precisely because it is not absolutely necessary, there can be special 
circumstances where it does not obtain, at least locally. It is this loophole that 
allows the possibility of life and mind.86

To talk of tendency rather than law is to describe a process of falling towards 
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regularity (contingent nomos), rather than being forced into it (necessary logos). 
When this ‘memory of the future’ is conflated with more generic notions of 
causality, it yields a troubling implication, especially for those with eliminativist 
leanings. Deacon does not shy away from the (inconvenient) truth of the invo-
lutionary effect: ‘Such phenomena as life and cognition might be changing or 
adding to the fundamental physical laws and constants, or at least be capable of 
modifying them.’87

Traditionally, physics is taken to be the study of thermodynamic engines 
(movement/action), while psychology is the study of its epistemic counterparts 
(image/perception). By contrast to psychology and physics, biology is meant 
to suture the gap between the systems with and without complex interiors. 
By complex interiors we mean systems with ententional dynamics, vital and 
(non-consciously) cognitive. In the wake of the transdisciplinary turn, it is no 
longer possible to place images in consciousness and movements in space, for 
how is one to pass from one order to another once the ‘ontological iron curtain’ 
between them is up?88 The downfall of the disciplinary apartheid has given birth 
to ecology, the cross-scale science par excellence.

By contrast to the egological categories of time and space, ecologic is con-
cerned solely with symmetry as the measure of consistency, that is, ‘what on a 
given stratum varies and what does not’.89 The transversal coupling (sympoiesis) 
remains reversible across the same scale (symmetry-preserving), but crucially, 
it is irreversible across different scales (symmetry-breaking). The former can 
be summed up in the famous mereological maxim: ‘the whole is the sum of 
its parts’. The latter is ecological by virtue of not offering such reassurance. 
Simply put, the superfold stands for irreducible complexity of the singular-one. 
Deacon: ‘What we interpret as parts are in most cases the consequence of dif-
ferentiation processes in which structural discontinuities and functional mod-
ularization emerged from a prior, less-differentiated state, whether in evolution 
or development.’90 In contrast to agglomerations – that can be dissected into 
their synchronic parts and reconstructed without loss – superfolds suffer the 
Humpty-Dumpty problem when taken apart. In diachronic superfolding, syn-
thesis is not analysis in reverse.

Whereas the second law has traditionally been seen as a destructive agency, a 
new view has emerged that considers it an active participant in constructive pro-
cesses. Systems open to the replenishing and dissipative processes can develop 
new symmetries that lead to new ententions manifested as fitness landscapes. 
As Waddington discovered, ‘we will find that the system resists some types of 
changes more than others, or restores itself more quickly after changes in some 
directions than in others’.91 The new attractors (ritornellos) that emerge out of 
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the competition between import of high-grade energy and export of low-grade 
energy are invariant solutions (symmetries) that relate the molecular and molar 
states of a system. Kwinter elucidates:

The relentless cleaving and changing of the universe’s ‘matter-flow’ establishes 
the rule of the differential in nature, and following from it the irrepressible, 
some might even say divine reality of the gradient without which nothing 
would ever happen, and thanks to which so many wonderful things not yet 
imagined, easily could.92

Therein lies the most profound (negentropic) lesson for posthuman archi-
tects. There is no such thing as simple part-to-whole relationship. This is what 
Spinoza expressed in his oft-quoted maxim ‘we don’t know what a body can 
do’.93 However, if we substituted mereotopology for mereology, it would become 
possible to find a subset of solutions for multiple interacting systems in spite 
of their dynamic relationship. The Gibsonian affordance, which is akin to the 
Deleuzian affect, is such a critical set, which specifies the symmetries shared by 
the systems of acting-perceiving organisms and their associated milieus. Affect 
always cuts both ways. The affordance of ‘sit-on-ability’ depends as much on the 
quasi-objective layout (structure formerly known as a chair) as it does on the 
quasi-subjective entention (agency wrongly attributed to intention).

Affordance is best described as a higher-order invariant (invariant of invari-
ants). Deacon describes invariants with reference to constraints, as something 
less than varying without limit. If there is a bias in the probability of the occur-
rence of states, not all of them are realised.94 Any long-term tendency of a 
system (attractor) is but a Peircean habit. In this sense, gravity is the habit of 
the earth. Even things could be said to have propensities, or sympathies.95 So 
do situations. The presence of constraints entails the absence of certain poten-
tial states. The nature of the constraint determines ‘which differences can and 
cannot make a difference in any interaction’.96 Consequently, an increase in 
entropy is a decrease in constraint, and vice versa, or, as Stuart Kauffman put 
it, ‘constraints are information and information is constraint’.97 Most impor-
tantly for our thesis, constraint propagation – which can be translated as habits- 
begetting-habits – is the ultimate locus of vicarious causality, or what Deleuze 
calls becoming (devenir).

Where does it all leave us in terms of niche construction? To adopt a mere-
otopological approach to posthuman architecture and urbanism is to think in 
terms of intensive capacities rather than mere extensive properties. This under-
standing of response-able life is tied to Deleuze’s analysis of sensation that 



 INVOLUTIONARY ARCHITECTURE  | 189

exceeds the bounds of the organic body because it is registered at an antecedent 
level. Sensation is not representational. It is not like something, explains the 
champion of the corporeal turn, Maxine Sheets-Johnstone.98 However, to claim 
that it-is-what-it-is is not a tautology, since things are powers, not forms. As 
we have argued, agency cannot be segregated from structure nor can it be 
possessed; it can only be produced ad hoc, as implied in the concept of assem-
blage (agencement). By the same token, the so-called perceptual illusions are not 
illusions, but locally generated geometro-dynamic real effects. Crucially, these 
curvature-based effects are forceless. They are kinematic.

I will conclude by considering a well-known but wrongly qualified optical illu-
sion. I shall argue that it is not a self-induced effect on the part of the observer, 
but an effect yielded by the observer’s state space, which literally gets warped by 
what it detects (Figure 11.2). Kugler and Shaw explain:

By tracking the equidistant, parallel lines depicted by the trivial gradient sets 
of a flat space (B) to the left (A) and to the right (C), we see what failure of our 
nervous systems to solve the cohomology problem means perceptually.

Figure 11.2 Kinematic effect manifested as warping of manifolds. Based on Kugler and Shaw, 
‘Symmetry and Symmetry-Breaking in Thermodynamic and Epistemic Engines’.
Source: author.
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What cohomology actually measures, at its most elementary, is a failure of 
local solutions to glue together to form a global (cross-scale) solution. As in 
the process of tessellation (planification), the problem is how modular quanti-
ties (tiles), when distributed under local constraints only, fit together globally 
over the manifold that they attempt to cover (floor). Cohomology reveals the 
impossibility of patching locally consistent data into a consistent whole. Simpler 
still, it demonstrates the impossibility of totalisation. Transversal onto-hetero- 
genesis, or what I referred to as the superfold, provides a frame-free means for 
explaining discrepancies between local and non-local constraints. Kugler and 
Shaw continue:

The information for change in curvature of the lines is due to the failure of 
gradient sets (A), (B), and (C) to share a common homological solution. Hence 
the pair of lines conforms locally to the direction and distance metrics of the 
manifold to which they are most proximal. Our state space as observers is 
being warped by what it detects rather than causing the effect itself. The criti-
cal set properties [affordances/affects] have as much reality status as any other 
physical property, and more than most. Hence the lines are indeed curved, and 
they are not illusions!99

It was the Stoics who first proposed that things themselves are bearers of ideal 
events that do not exactly coincide with their properties. Any actual incarnation 
may in fact be seen as a provisional solution to the virtual problem posed by the 
state space, in the same way that lightning is the solution to the problem of elec-
trical potential differences between the cloud and the ground.100 It is why the 
virtual is qualified as problematic, real yet incorporeal. However, by no means 
am I proposing the Manichean opposition between the quantitative actual and 
qualitative virtual. Likewise, a paralogism of psycho-physical commensurability 
of extensive magnitudes and intensive differences must be debunked, a gener-
alised economy of equivalences refused. The difference between the difference 
in degree and in kind is not reducible to either: ‘between the two are all the 
degrees of difference – beneath the two lies the entire nature of difference in 
other words, the intensive’.101 And indeed, for Deleuze it is the intensive nature 
of difference that binds the virtual and actual and provides the catalyst for 
subjectivation.

The geometro-dynamical warping is the Stoic incorporeal effect of the 
kinetic corporeal cause, which in turn operates as an ontopowerful formal and 
kinematic quasi-cause.102 Our conjecture is that there could be no teleonomy 
without mereotopology (against mereology), which in turn is a problem of sym-



 INVOLUTIONARY ARCHITECTURE  | 191

poiesis (against autopoiesis), the hallmark of ethico-aesthetics. The concept of 
quasi-cause (dark precursor) prevents regression into simple reductionism. It 
designates the pure agency of vicarious causality, the difference in itself that 
relates heterogeneities. Deacon too is unambiguous about the fact that ‘all effi-
cient causes ultimately depend on the juxtaposition of formal [quasi-]causes!’103 
The warped-state space of the observer from the earlier example is of the same 
ilk as the process by which mass singularities curve space-time. ‘It is, crucially, 
not a matter of curves in a flat space but of the curvature of the space itself.’104 
The major difference is that such effects may be induced through neuro- 
perceptual fields into the abstract machines of thought and experience. In Andy 
Clark’s terms, these are ‘optimal illusions’ quasi-caused by predictions.105 These 
pockets of inconsistency, Kugler and Shaw insist, are like local inertial frames. 
They show up as non-linearities (not perceptual errors) at the more exacting 
level of systems integration.106 They are wrongly assumed to be self-induced 
alterations in the mind that distort the perception of the world. Quite the con-
trary: the imperceptible is virtually perceived, albeit as actually inconsistent over 
local frames. The failure of homologies to mesh across scales is unsurprising, 
since the molar has fewer degrees of freedom (that is, less symmetry) than the  
molecular.

In contrast to rationalists who believe that nature has solved the cohomology 
problem, speculative pragmatists see reality more like a harlequin’s coat, ‘an 
infinite patchwork with multiple joinings’.107 The joinings stand for entangle-
ments of epi- and parastrata. The ontological question of what-there-is cannot 
be separated from its ethical counterpart of how-to-live, nor from the aesthetic 
imperative of constructing a new sensorium. The question of interior, interiority 
and interiorisation is ultimately a matter of sensibility, not of judgement.108 It 
is a matter of radical auto-affectivity sustained by an ongoing artistic, concep-
tual and historical involution: not of pleasure, but of self-enjoyment defined 
as immediacy without objectification. If we can accept as really real only that 
which is cohomologically systematic across our experience (partes extra partes), 
perhaps the fault lies more with our all-too-phenomenological conception of 
possible experience than with the real unlimited finity.
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