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We might think that Deleuze’s vehement critique of Wittgenstein (and Wittgensteinians) in his
Abécédaire would lead to an outright and general rejection of Ordinary Language Philosophy
(OLP). However, Deleuze and Guattari engage more positively with John L. Austin’s notion
of performative utterance, especially in «Postulates of Linguistics» in A Thousand Plateaus. Like
Austin, they reject a descriptive conception of language to adopt a performative pragmatics in
which «The elementary unit of language — the statement — is the order-word». What does their
translation of the performative into the order-word entail? What does their interpretation do
to Austin’s theory? What kind of philosophy of language is produced through this focus on
the order-word? The pragmatism of the order-word leads Deleuze and Guattari to consider the
political and the poetic dimensions of language, which OLP often overlooks.

Forok

1. Introduction

The history of 20"-century philosophy has been marked by a tension, a
scission even, between so-called analytic and continental forms of philosophising.
Much has been said about this divide, and the debates that have arisen have often
been unproductive sites of impossible dialogue'. One of these sites is Gilles

*This paper was written during a research stay at the Forschungskolleg Humanwissenschaften
of the Goethe University Frankfurt. I would like to thank the academic and administrative
staff for their help and support. I also would like to thank Larissa Wallner and the anonymous
reviewers for their insightful comments on a previous draft of this article.

' Andreas Vrahimis considers that the history of the analytic-continental debate is a series of
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Deleuze’s criticism of Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Abécédaire, where he considers
Wittgensteinians to be «assassins of philosophy»”. While some attempts have
been made to reconnect Deleuze and Wittgenstein® — attempts that are rather
unsuccessful in showing how these philosophers can be reconciled —, Deleuze
holds a more positive view of other ordinary language philosophers, especially
John L. Austin. In this essay, I will not try to understand why Deleuze prefers
Austin to Wittgenstein, but rather investigate his relation to Austin and place this
dialogue within the broader history of philosophy, and of the relations between
analytic and continental philosophy. A specific moment in the history of these
relations is the 1958 Royaumont conference and its consequent volume La
Philosophie Analytique published in 1962. This volume included, among others,
texts from J. O. Urmson, Gilbert Ryle, Peter Strawson, W. V. Quine, and more
importantly for this essay, Austin’s «Performatif-Constatif». Many discussions
of analytic philosophy in France take root in this volume, and it is interesting
to note that the texts collected in this volume all relate to Ordinary Language
Philosophy (OLP) rather than other strands of analytic philosophy. Even though
Deleuze does not give a thorough analysis of Austin’s philosophical claims, as he
does in reading more traditional figures in the history of philosophy such as
Spinoza, Kant, or Nietzsche, he imports and incorporates, with Félix Guattari,
the notions of performative and illocutionary force in A Thousand Plateaus.
They develop their own pragmatics of language that they conceptualise in terms
of order-words (mots d'ordre)*. This pragmatism is not to be understood as the
continuation of William James’s or John Dewey’s philosophical projects, but
rather as the emphasis on the uses and effects of words. A word is not a simple
description of a fact, but an order that requires action. While their reflections
do not amount to a philosophy of language proper, they offer insights to rethink
the pragmatics of language, in contrast to syntactic linguistics and traditional

misunderstanding in the encounters between both sides, see A. Vrahimis, Encounters between
Analytic and Continental Philosophy: Across the Abyss, Basingstoke 2013.

2 LAbécédaire de Gilles Deleuze 1988-89, 1996.

3 For instance, Reidar Due explores the question of paradox in Deleuze and Wittgenstein,
Emiliano La Licata their relation to the creative act, Pierre Cassou-Nogues compares their
critical discussion of the geographical map as a philosophical model, and Thibault Vaillancourt
highlights their proximity in their conception of an artistic «seeing-as», see R. A. Due, At the
Margins of Sense: The Function of Paradox in Deleuze and Wittgenstein, «Paragraph», 34, 3,
2011, pp. 358-370; E. La Licata, Desire, Negation and Creativity: Deleuze and Wittgenstein on
the Creative Act, «Minervay, 7, 2013, pp. 102-120; P. Cassou-Nogues, Le modéle de la carte:
Wittgenstein, Deleuze, et les neurosciences, «Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale», 4, 2019,
pp- 351-362; T. Vaillancourt, Deleuze et Wittgenstein: «comme» deux jumeaux assis dos a dos?,
«Etudes de lettres», 4, 2014, pp. 95-114.

4 Jean-Jacques Lecercle criticises the translation of «not d'ordre» by «order-word» insofar as it
fails to encompass the perlocutionary force of the French locution and thus suggests considering
«mots d'ordre» as «slogans» (J.-J. Lecercle, Deleuze and Language, Basingstoke 2002, p. 169)

326



Lo SGUARDO - RIVISTA DI FILOSOFIA
N. 41, 2025 (II) - GiLLES DELEUZE E I ‘RITRATTI" DEL PENSIERO

philosophy of language, and provide keys to rethink Austin’s contribution to
French philosophy.

Indeed, this positive attitude towards Austin contrasts with Jacques
Derrida’s criticism of Austin in «Signature Event Context», published shortly
before A Thousand Plateaus’. In this article, Derrida points out what he believes
to be one of the main weaknesses of Austin’s theory, namely the tension between
his exclusion of parasitic utterances—«the ‘non-serious’, ‘parasitismy’, ‘etiolation’,
‘the non-ordinary’» — and the acknowledgement of the possibility of parasitism
«available to every act of utterance»®. This tension leads him to raise the question:
«What is the status of this parasitism?»’. According to Derrida, Austin’s exclusion
of parasitic utterances is the sign of an ethical and normative ground of «ordinary
language», which becomes a self-contradictory term as it excludes utterances
that are common in ordinary parlance, such as puns and jokes. Derrida’s critique
of Austin could thus be seen as a counter-picture to Deleuze and Guattari’s
understanding of the performative. Their reading of Austin provides a different
view of the relations between French philosophy and OLP, an alternative to
Derrida’s (mis)reading of Austin and its dire consequences. I will return to the
question of parasitism as it is important to understand some aspects of their
theory of language, especially the relation between major and minor languages
that they explore through Kaftka’s works. Where Derrida thinks of parasitism in
terms of an opposition between the ordinary and the parasite, or the normal and
the abnormal, Deleuze and Guattari provide an alternative picture in which the
parasite affects the ordinary, the minor affects the major.

In this essay, I aim to understand what happens to Austin’s notion of
performative utterance in its transformation (or translation) in terms of order-
word. Before looking at Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of the order-word in
A Thousand Plateaus, 1 focus on the relations between Deleuze (with and without
Guattari) and the philosophy of language in section 2, building on the two main
texts in which he discusses issues pertaining to language and linguistics: Logic
of Sense and A Thousand Plateaus. In section 3, I turn to Deleuze and Guattari’s
adaptation of the performative in terms of order-word to understand its uses and
limits. This focus on the order-word relates to their interest in pragmatics — in
opposition to traditional linguistics — which emphasises the political dimension
of language. In section 4, I analyse the consequences of this pragmatic reading.
By translating the performative in terms of order-word, Deleuze and Guattari
not only underline the politics of language, but also, through their reflection on

> Derrida’s article is famous for launching the debate with John Searle, which has been the focus
of two book-length discussions, see R. Moati, Derrida, Searle: Deconstruction and Ordinary
Language, Columbia University Press, New York 2014; J. Navarro, How to Do Philosophy with
Words: Reflections on the Searle-Derrida Debate, Philadelphia 2017.

¢]. Derrida, Limited Inc, Evanston (IL) 1988, pp. 16-17.

7 Ibid., p. 17.
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minor language, the poetics of pragmatism: the minor, the poetic, the parasitical
acquire a pragmatic force in their philosophy of language.

2. Deleuze, Guattari, and the Philosophy of Language

French philosophy in the 1960s and 70s is marked by a shift towards
language, one that is radically different from the analytic «linguistic turn», and
which explains perhaps the difficulties that arose in the attempts at discussion
between analytic and continental philosophers at the 1958 Royaumont
conference. This strong French interest in language can be found in Derrida,
whose whole philosophy is based on uncovering the metaphysical prejudices
embedded in our language, but we can find a similar concern with the power
of language in the works of Michel Foucault or Jean-Frangois Lyotard. Even
though language might seem to be less central to Deleuze’s thought, or at least
less explicitly so, his attention to Lacanian psychoanalysis, Proust and signs, and
Nietzschean etymology are revelatory of a certain conception of language, albeit
a less institutionalised one. There are two main texts in which Deleuze discusses
language as such: Logic of Sense, written alone and which thinks language (and
sense) through literature, and A Thousand Plateaus, written with Guattari,
especially the chapter «Postulates of Linguistics». In neither of these texts can we
find a philosophy of language proper, but we find a critique of linguistics and its
implicit philosophy of language as representational and communicational. This
lack of a proper philosophy of language does not mean that language plays no
role at all in Deleuze’s works, but rather that language is one element of a broader
concern with the world and how to intervene in it. Jean-Jacques Lecercle, who
wrote the most extensive study on Deleuze and language, argues that «Language,
in Deleuze and Guattari, is never separated, or separable, from the world in
which it is spoken. It does not constitute such a world, it does not merely phrase
or represent it, it is caught in it and intervenes in it as a cog in a machine, as a
component in an assemblage of power®. Language is one element of the world-
machine and not the main one (for there is no main one). These preliminary
remarks already suggest that Deleuze’s conception of language, with and without
Guattari’, does not consider language to be merely a tool for approaching the
world, but is an element of the world.

Even though Deleuze’s views on language change slightly between Logic
of Sense and A Thousand Plateaus, I would like to highlight a few elements from

8].-]. Lecercle, Deleuze and Language, p. 81.

? As Lecercle argues, Guattari is important in Deleuze’s turn to language and to politics, bringing
him «an experience of politics,» «a strong hostility to psychoanalysis,» and «an informed if
critical interest in the science of linguistics» (J.-J. Lecercle, Deleuze and Language, p. 32, cit.).
Similarly, albeit with a negative perspective, Slavoj Zi%ek considers that Guattari brings the
political element to Deleuze’s philosophy: «It is crucial to note that not a single one of Deleuze’s
own texts is in any way directly political; Deleuze ‘in himself” is a highly elitist author, indifferent
toward politics» (S. Zizek, Organs without Bodies, Routledge, London; New York 2012, p. 18).
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the first book that set the ground to understand the pragmatic dimension of
his work with Guattari. Logic of Sense consists in a series of paradoxes and thus
aims to approach language from a specific perspective: «Paradox is initially that
which destroys good sense as the only direction, but it is also that which destroys
common sense as the assignation of fixed identities»'’. This double destruction
at play in the paradox is thus a double disruption for any philosophy of language
that is founded on good and common sense. Deleuze thus makes the exact
opposite move to Austin’s exclusion of parasitic utterances in How to Do Things
with Words, and we might be inclined to believe that they therefore have nothing
in common. If OLP is concerned with the good and common sense at play in
our ordinary linguistic practices, it seems that paradoxes are the wrong starting
point. Deleuze does not comment on Austin in Logic of Sense, but as it sets the
ground for his theory of language in A Thousand Plateaus, in which Austin plays
a prominent role, it is important to discuss this matter of sense: good, common,
but also, as we will see, linguistic.

By beginning with paradoxes, Deleuze aims to highlight that the
philosophy of language has so far overlooked something, except for the Stoics
who, he argues, «used the paradox in a completely new manner — both as an
instrument for the analysis of language and as a means of synthesizing eveno'.
Deleuze finds in Stoic logic a way of bringing together the corporeality of
language and the incorporeality of events. This Stoic logic highlights the surface
effects — in contrast to Plato’s insistence on depth — that become linguistic
effects'. In relation to this Stoic logic and its transformation of surface and
linguistic effects, Deleuze explores the various components of a proposition,

Guattari’s main import to Deleuze would thus be this political dimension, which explains, in
conjunction to the hostility towards psychoanalysis, the difference between the psychoanalytic
conception of sense in Logic of Sense and the pragmatic conception of language in A Thousand
Plateaus. However, unlike Zizek, I do not see this influence of Guattari as negative, but rather
as adding a further dimension to language, one which Lecercle also calls the «misprision»
of Anglo-Saxon pragmatics, see ].-J. Lecercle, The Misprision of Pragmatics: Conceptions of
Language in Contemporary French Philosophy, «Royal Institute of Philosophy Lecture Series»,
21, 1987, pp. 21-40. In this essay, I focus strictly on Deleuze and Guattari’s appropriation, or
misprision, of Austin, without looking too closely at their relation to psychoanalysis.

' G. Deleuze, Logic of Sense, New York 1990, p. 3.

" Ibid., p. 8.

"2 Sophie Salin considers that Deleuze constructs an alternative semiotics in Logic of Sense, one
which distances itself from Saussure by a focus on the corporeality of language: «cette notion
[d’image acoustique] a un ancrage plus corporel que chez Saussure et renvoie davantage a un
son harmonieux, instinctif et spontané qui exprime un langage corporel, une sorte de langage
originel des hommes qui aurait été perverti et sur lequel se serait greffé sous I'influence de la
culture un langage conventionnel». This corporeal semiotics is also erotic and opens to the
literary works and Deleuze’s analysis of Lewis Carroll. See S. Salin, Le concept de sémiologie
coroporelle et érotique dans Logique du sens de Gilles Deleuze, «Studii si cercetiri filologice», 1,
18, pp. 59-72. This corporeal semiotics is related to Deleuze and Guattari’s machinic conception
of language, albeit a machine that is both organic and mechanical, as Jacques Guilhaumou
argues: «Cette machine n'est ni mécanique, ni organique, elle procede par voisinage entre
termes hétérogenes indépendants». (J. Guilhaumou, Compte Rendu: A propos de Deleuze et la
linguistique. Le vocabulaire de Gilles Deleuze, «Langage et société», 112, 2005, p. 151.)
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in which he distinguishes denotation, manifestation, signification, and sense.
There is a circle of the proposition in which denotation, manifestation, and
signification build upon one another, and Deleuze’s main objective is to add
the fourth dimension of sense. He considers this addition to be «economic or

 and I want to stop on the «strategic» dimension of adding sense

strategic»'
to the components of the proposition, as it is with this exact word that John
Searle defends Austin’s rejection of parasitic utterances: beginning with ordinary
utterances rather than parasitical ones is a «research strategy»'“. Their strategies
are however much different: Austin and Searle’s strategy is one of exclusion;
Deleuze’s one of inclusion. While the strategic exclusion of parasitic utterances
aims at making language simpler in order to make its conceptualisation easier,
Deleuze’s strategic addition of sense to the three other dimensions of the
propositions adds another layer of complexity to his account for what happens
in language.

One of the main difficulties in philosophy of language is to account for
the interaction between a proposition and a state of affairs, in other words:
how does language relate to «reality»? For Deleuze, it is through sense that this
question can be answered, insofar as «Sense is both the expressible or the expressed
of the proposition, and the attribute of the state of affairs»". Sense is what unites
the proposition and the state of affairs, because language cannot be separated
from the world. It is in the world and about the world. This duality in language,
between the proposition and the state of affairs, relates to the distinction between
the signifier and the signified, terms which acquire «a particular meaning» in
Deleuze’s philosophy: «We call ‘signifier’ any sign which presents in itself an
aspect of sense; we call ‘signified’, on the contrary, that which serves as the
correlative to this aspect of sense, that is, that which is defined in a duality relative
to this aspect. What is signified therefore is never sense itself»'®. In contrast to
the idea that sense would belong to the signified, Deleuze considers that sense
is both in the signified and the signifier, both in the proposition and in the
state of affairs. Although Deleuze’s redefinition of the structuralist distinction
between signifier and signified is marked by Lacanian psychoanalysis, I focus
on the linguistic dimension here, as it will be crucial to understand Deleuze and
Guattari’s reading of Austin.

Deleuze’s philosophy of language therefore takes from traditional linguistic
concepts such as sense, signifier, signified, etc., but modifies their meaning. Or
rather shifts the perspective to highlight something that we still need to specify.
One of the major consequences of this shift in perspective is that the question
of sense becomes primordial and that, through it, the question of truth becomes
less significant. In other words, Logic of Sense anticipates the pragmatic shift that

P G. Deleuze, Logic of Sense, p. 17.

"“]. R. Searle, Reiterating the Differences: A Reply to Jacques Derrida, «Glyph», 1977, pp. 198-
208, p. 205.

' G. Deleuze, Logic of Sense, p. 22.

16 Ibid., p. 37.
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is at the heart of A Thousand Plateaus: «In short, sense is always an effect. It is not
an effect merely in the causal sense; it is also an effect in the sense of an ‘optical
effect’ or a ‘sound effect’, or, even better, a surface effect, a position effect, and
a language effect»'’. Sense is a language effect that must be analysed from this
perspective. The references to surface and position aim to show that language is
not separated from the world, it is in the world and operates within the world.
Sense, for Deleuze, can thus be considered an event, «on the condition that the
event is not confused with its spatio-temporal realization in a state of affairs. We
will not ask therefore what is the sense of the event: the event is sense itself. The
event belongs essentially to language; it has an essential relationship to language.
But language is what is said of things»'®. Sense thus plays a pivotal role in the
articulation between expression and representation, as it belongs to both the
proposition and the state of affairs.

Surprisingly, it is in discussing this relation between expression and
representation that Deleuze makes one of the rare references to Wittgenstein in
his works, and a positive one for once:

Representation attains this topical ideal only by means of the hidden expression
which it encompasses, that is, by means of the event it envelops. There is thus a «use»
of representation, without which representation would remain lifeless and senseless.
Wittgenstein and his disciples are right to define meaning by means of use. But such
use is not defined through a function of representation in relation to the represented,
nor even through representativeness as the form of possibility. Here, as elsewhere, the
functional is transcended in the direction of a topology, and use is in the relation
between representation and something extra-representative, a nonrepresented and
merely expressed entity".

This reference to «Wittgenstein and his disciples» is very much different
from Deleuze’s attack towards them in the Abécédaire®, and suggests that there
is a potential relation between Deleuze’s pragmatics (even though we cannot
call his reflections on language in Logic of Sense a pragmatics yet) and the
Wittgensteinian motto «meaning as use». Insofar as Deleuze does not say much
more about Wittgenstein, it would be difficult to build a comparison from this
sole reference, but I take it to show, already, the proximity between Deleuze and
OLP that is epitomised in the discussion of Austin’s performative in A Thousand
Plateaus.

Before moving to the relation between Deleuze and Austin however, let
me conclude my brief analysis of Logic of Sense by mentioning one element, that
I have intentionally omitted, and that marks probably the greatest difference
with the theory of language Deleuze develops with Guattari in A Thousand
Plateaus, namely the psychoanalytic dimension. Indeed, Deleuze describes Logic

V7 Ibid., p. 70.

18 Ibid., p. 22.

¥ Ibid., p. 146.

? G. Deleuze, Cl. Parnet, W comme Wittgenstein, «CAbécédaire de Gilles Deleuze 1988-
1989», 1996.
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of Sense as a «psychoanalytic novel»*', and we must keep this idea in mind when
analysing his conception of language. The 26" Series of Logic of Sense, with the
title «On Language», operates as pivot from reflections on language and sense
to psychoanalytic matters, even if both cannot be so sharply distinguished from
one another. One of the reasons for this pivot is that language is not just an
element of the world, nor a means to represent the world, but a practice that
involves a speaker, and with the speaker comes the whole mental world: «There
is always someone who begins to speak. The one who begins to speak is the one
who manifests; what one talks about is the denotatum; what one says are the
significations»**. This is one point in which Deleuze’s thoughts about language
clearly contrast with Austin’s: there is an embodiment of language in the speaker
for Deleuze, who insists on the role of the body in considering language, namely
that a speaker has a body and that sound is a body: «Everything is body and
corporeal. Everything is a mixture of bodies, and inside the body, interlocking
and penetration»®. This corporeality of language is what makes it important:
rather than being the representation of a corporeal world, language belongs to
this world. There is no separation between language and bodies.

This corporeality of language is another step in the attempt to overcome
the duality between the proposition and the state of affairs that Deleuze develops
with Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus: «<one cannot posit a primacy of expression
over content, or content over expression»**. There is a combination of expression
and content that finds a «body» in the corporeality of language. Both expression
and content affect one another, and the philosophy of language must therefore
account for both. While Deleuze and Guattari shift from the vocabulary of
propositions and states of affairs to that of expression and content, they also
transform the traditional dichotomy between form and content into expression
and content: «For content is not opposed to form but has its own formalization:
the hand-tool pole, or the lesson of things. It is, however, opposed to expression,
inasmuch as expression also has its own formalization: the face-language pole,
the lesson of signs»®. Both expression and content have their own formalisation,
and this formalisation reveals how expression and content interact®®. As Therese
Grisham summarises, «expression is the set of incorporeal transformations,

1 G. Deleuze, Logic of Sense, p. xiv.

2 Ihid., p. 181.

3 [bid., p. 87.

#@G. Deleuze, E Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, Minneapolis 1987, p. 87.

» [bid., pp. 85-86.

6 The focus on expression and its relation to content highlight another linguistic influence,
that of Louis Hjelmslev, who developed Saussure’s structuralism and considers that, in
contrast to traditional linguistics, «the sign is an entity generated by the connexion between an
expression and a content» (L. Hjelmslev, Prolegomena to a Theory of Language, Madison 1969,
p. 47). Deleuze discusses the notion of expression in his book on Spinoza, see G. Deleuze,
Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, Zone Books, Cambridge, Mass. 1990. On the role of
expression in Deleuze’s philosophy, see S. Bowden, The Intensive Expression of the Virtual:
Revisiting the Relation of Expression in Difference and Repetition, «Deleuze Studies», 11, 3,
2017, pp. 216-239.
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content the set of corporeal modifications. Corporeal: a body is any formed
content and its actions and passions; the form of expression is order-words. This
is another way to present the notion that content and expression are variables
that pass into each other continually, arranging each other?.

The corporeality of language appears recurrently throughout A Thousand
Plateaus with the image of the machine. Deleuze and Guattari’s reflections
move away from the psychoanalytic dimension of Logic of Sense, but amplify the
critique of linguistics, focusing especially on Noam Chomsky. In «Rhizome»,
the introduction to A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari conceptualise
language as a form of rhizome that contrasts with the tree structure of Chomsky’s
linguistics. One of the reasons why Chomsky’s linguistic model is inoperant is
that it fails to account for the multiple connections of language:

Collective assemblages of enunciation function directly within machinic assemblages;
it is not impossible to make a radical break between regimes of signs and their objects.
Even when linguistics claims to confine itself to what is explicit and to make no
presuppositions about language, it is still in the sphere of a discourse implying particular
modes of assemblage and types of social power?.

In contrast, Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome structure accounts for how
assemblages of enunciation, linguistic acts, connect to machinic assemblages,
objects. While linguistic theory fails to account for the connection between
language and the world, the rhizome structure considers language to be part of
the world and to connect with it in many ways: «biological, political, economic,
etc»”. We already see that there is a structure of power within language that
descriptive linguistics overlooks, and that this structure of power will be central
to Deleuze and Guattari’s pragmatics. The strength of their rhizome structure
is that it accounts for the many variations of language, in contrast to traditional
linguistics that limits itself to the universal and the homogeneous: «A method
of the rhizome type, on the contrary, can analyze language only by decentering
it onto other dimensions and other registers. A language is never closed upon
itself, except as a function of impotence»®. While linguistics remains confined
to the sole domain of language, and abstracts it from its context, Deleuze and
Guattari reposition language in relation to other dimensions of the world. Their
pragmatism modifies the traditional questions of linguistics or philosophy of
language, as Grisham argues, they «do not ask “What is language?” but rather, ‘in
what cases, where and when, how...” does language function?»®'. This pragmatic

1. Grisham, Linguistics as an Indiscipline: Deleuze and Guattaris Pragmatics, «SubStance», 20,
3 1991, pp. 36-54, p. 50.

2 @G. Deleuze, E Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 7.

? [bid., p. 7.

3 [bid., p. 8.

ST, Grisham, Linguistics as an Indiscipline: Deleuze and Guattaris Pragmatics, p. 44.
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shift thus brings them closer to OLP and its investigation of «what we should
say when»*2.

This critique of traditional Saussurean linguistics leads them to a critique
of semiotics, or at least to a critique of semiotics qua signifying regime of signs.
They argue that there are different regimes of sign and that «it appears difficult
to analyze semiotic systems in themselves: there is always a form of content that
is simultaneously inseparable from and independent of the form of expression,
and the two forms pertain to assemblages that are not principally linguistic»®.
Because of this extralinguistic dimension of the assemblage of expression and
content — insofar as both involve elements that cannot be analysed solely from
the linguistic perspective — a different semiotics and a different linguistics are
necessary: «Thus it is the study of the signifying regime that first testifies to
the inadequacy of linguistic presuppositions, and in the very name of regimes
of signs»™. The signifying regime of signs is only one semiotic system among
many others, and Deleuze and Guattari «see no reason to accord it any particular
privilege from the standpoint of an abstract evolutionism»*. They also consider
a «presignifying semiotic» that functions without signs but by combining various
forms of expression, a «countersignifying semiotic» that focuses on mathematics
and numbering, and a «postsignifying semiotic» that opposes significance by
calling on original processes. Saussure, and structuralism more generally, has
focused almost exclusively on the signifying regime of signs, and Deleuze and
Guattari aim to bring back to the fore these other modes of signifying. There are
more than the ones they mention, and we could assume that there could be an
infinity, depending on where we place the focus of attention. While they relate
these kinds of semiotic regimes to different forms of culture, there is a creative
dimension in translating regimes of sign: «It is always through transformation
that a new semiotic is created in its own right. Translations can be creative. New
pure regimes of signs are formed through transformation and translation. Again,
there is no general semiology but rather a transsemiotic»*. By transforming and
translating regimes of signs, we can invent and create new ones. That there is no
general semiology means that we must understand language — and all signifying
practices — as operating in the world and as depending on a context.

By rejecting the signifying regime of signs that lies at the heart of linguistics,
Deleuze and Guattari promote a conception of language which involves
variability and takes the whole context into account:

There is no universal prepositional logic, nor is there grammaticality in itself, any
more than there is signifier for itself. ‘Behind’ statements and semioticizations there are
only machines, assemblages, and movements of deterritorialization that cut across the

32]. L. Austin, Philosophical Papers, Oxford 1979, p. 181, see also S. Cavell, Must we Mean what
we Say?, Cambridge 1976.

3 G. Deleuze, E Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 111.

% Ibid., p. 112,

5 [bid., p. 117.

3 [bid., p. 136.
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stratification of the various systems and elude both the coordinates of language and of
existence. That is why pragmatics is not a complement to logic, syntax, or semantics;
on the contrary, it is the fundamental element upon which all the rest depend?.

In their specific vocabulary, Deleuze and Guattari show that language is
a matter of «machines, assemblages, and movements of deterritorialization»,
namely that it involves an interaction between various modes of signifying.
There is a loss of universality with the rejection of linguistics, but focusing on
pragmatics brings to the fore actual uses of language and reveals how linguistic
categories depend on practice. While traditional linguistics focuses on constancy,
pragmatics reveals the necessary variability at play in language: «Pragmatics should
reject the idea of an invariant immune from transformation, even if it is the
invariant of a dominant ‘grammaticality’. For language is a political affair before
it is an affair for linguistics; even the evaluation of degrees of grammaticality is
a political matter»®. From a pragmatic perspective, the political plays a central
role. Language is not only a matter of signifying, but a matter of imposing a
grammar, an order of speech and thought, hence the importance of the order-
word, as we will see in the next section.

Deleuze and Guattari consider that a regime of signs has four components,
«which form the object of Pragmatics»®. It is generative, transformational,
diagrammatic, and machinic. We can understand these four components as
going from the surface to the depth of the regime of signs, even though this
picture is very schematic and somewhat misleading. The generative component
is at the surface and describes the mixed nature of the regime of signs. The
transformative one goes one step further, explaining how new regimes of sign
can be created. While the first two components are rather self-explanatory,
the diagrammatic and machinic components are more specific to Deleuze and
Guattari’s philosophy. The diagrammatic component is the abstract moment
of the regime of signs, in which the abstraction of content cannot be separated
from the abstraction of expression. In that sense, «this diagrammatic component
is in turn more profound than the transformational component: the creations-
transformations of a regime of signs operate by the emergence of ever-new
abstract machines»™. It is the emergence of new abstract machines that allows
for the transformative component to operate. And these abstract machines are
the link between the diagrammatic (the abstract) and the machinic component.
This machinic component reveals «how abstract machines are effectuated in
concrete assemblages»*!. We thus reach again the concrete dimension of the
regime of signs, in which neither the content nor the expression is self-sufficient.

[t is precisely because the content and the expression are mixed that there is
a need for pragmatics. The four components that build pragmatics show that it

7 Ibid., p. 148.
38 Ibid., pp. 139-140.
9 Ibid., p. 145.
© Ibid., p. 146.
“ Ibid., p. 146.
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is impossible to separate content from expression, sign from intention, language
from its effects. Deleuze and Guattari’s focus on pragmatics thus shifts from
Deleuze’s interest in sense in Logic of Sense to the question of the pragmatic and
political effects of language. To approach these political effects, Deleuze and
Guattari borrow from Austin’s analysis of the performative, finding in it the
potential for a philosophy of language that does not separate language from the
world but consider it constitutive of it. Before looking at what happens to the
performative in Deleuze and Guattari’s appropriation of Austin’s theory, I will
focus on the use and the limits of the performative (and speech-act theory in
general) in the next section.

3. Pragmatics of the Order-Word

We have seen that Deleuze’s theory of language in Logic of Sense prefigures
some elements of the pragmatism of A Thousand Plateaus, but we still need
to explore this pragmatism from a linguistic perspective and how it relates to
political matters. In this section, I focus on the linguistic aspect of pragmatism,
that is aptly summarised by Deleuze and Guattari: «The elementary unit of
language — the statement — is the order-word»**. To consider that language is
made of order-words is a shift from semiology, focusing on words or signs,
to pragmatics, focusing on the effects of language, on the order-word qua
command. This shift does not mean that semiotics disappears completely. To
the contrary, the signifying regime of signs remains but loses its prominence. It
is one regime of signs among many others, and pragmatics highlights the effects
of these various regimes of signs.

Deleuze and Guattari’s focus on the order-word is a translation — or
appropriation — of Austins performative, and I would like to highlight how
Deleuze and Guattari adopt and adapt speech-act theory in A Thousand Plateaus:

Austin’s famous theses clearly demonstrate that the various extrinsic relations
between action and speech by which a statement can describe an action in an indicative
mode or incite it in an imperative mode, etc., are not all there is. There are also intrinsic
relations between speech and certain actions that are accomplished by saying them (the
performative: I swear by saying ‘I swear’), and more generally between speech and
certain actions that are accomplished in speaking (the illocutionary: I ask a question
by saying ‘Is...2” I make a promise by saying ‘I love you...’; I give a command by using
the imperative, etc.). These acts internal to speech, these immanent relations between
statements and acts, have been termed implicit or nondiscursive presuppositions, as
opposed to the potentially explicit assumptions by which a statement refers to other
statements or an external action (Ducrot)®.

Deleuze and Guattari mention Austin to highlight three elements that
they keep from his theory: 1. His criticism of the descriptive fallacy, according

 Jbid., p. 76.
 Jbid., p. 77.
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to which language would only be a matter of describing states of affairs; 2. His
analysis of performative utterances; 3. His focus on illocution. I would like
to point out that Deleuze and Guattari remain at a very superficial level in
discussing Austin’s theses, insofar as the illocutionary, for Austin, supplants his
analysis of the performative, moving from the distinction between constative
and performative in the early pages of How to Do Things with Words, to a triad of
locution, illocution, and perlocution in the later pages. In Austin’s terminology,
locution refers to the words of the utterance, illocution to what is automatically
done by uttering the words, and perlocution to the extralinguistic effects of the
utterance*. This move from the performative-constative dyad to the locution-
illocution-perlocution triad, what Austin calls a «sea-change», is however nothing
superficial as it presents two radically different pictures of language: on the one
hand a picture in which language both describes and acts, on the other hand a
picture in which all utterances are speech-acts, with varying degrees of intentions
and effects. It is worth noting that Austin’s move away from the performative-
constative distinction is Emile Benveniste’s main point of criticism®.

The influence of Benveniste (and Oswald Ducrot) is even more explicit and
flagrant in Deleuze and Guattari’s reflection on the possible failure of speech-act
theory:

It is true that it is still difficult to see how speech acts or implicit presuppositions
can be considered a function coextensive with language. It is all the more difficult
if one starts with the performative (that which one does by saying it) and moves by
extension to the illocutionary (that which one does in speaking). For it is always
possible to thwart that move. The performative can be walled in by explaining it by
specific syntactic and semantic characteristics avoiding any recourse to a generalized
pragmatics. According to Benveniste, for example, the performative relates not to acts
but instead to a property of self-referentiality of terms (the true personal pronouns, I,
YOU..., defined as shifters). By this account, a preexistent structure of subjectivity,

“J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, Cambridge, MA 1975.

4 £ Benveniste, Problems in General Linguistics, Coral Gables 1971. Even though Deleuze and
Guattari are certainly influenced by Benveniste’s and French linguistics from their times, it is
worth noting that they also distance themselves from these views. Claudio Paolucci locates
Deleuze’s discussion of structuralism within other French thinkers of his times such as Lacan,
Lévi-Strauss, Foucault, and Barthes, to show how he in some sense radicalises structuralism
to distance himself from these other thinkers, see C. Paolucci, A semiotic lifeworld. Semiotics
and phenomenology: Peirce, Husserl, Heidegger, Deleuze, and Merleau-Ponty, «Semiotica», 260,
2024, pp. 25-43. As Arnaud Villani argues, Deleuze’s relation to linguistics is a complex one,
borrowing from Hjemslev for instance and criticising others: «S’agissant de la linguistique, il
sait bien tirer parti de Hjelmslev, des mati¢res et formes de contenu et d’expression. Il connait la
psycho-linguistique de Guillaume, encore trop peu exploitée en philosophie. Mais il s'empare
du point d’ott Benveniste, Chomsky ou Austin deviennent critiquables.» R. Sasso, A. Villani
(eds.), Les Cahier de Noesis. Vocabulaire de la philosophie de langue frangaise, 3, 2003, p. 13.
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or intersubjectivity, in language, rather than presupposing speech acts, is adequate to
account for them®.

The move from the performative to speech-act theory can fail, insofar
as we might consider the performative «by specific syntactic and semantic
characteristics» that would only make it a new grammatical function rather
than revolution in the understanding of how language works. For instance,
Benveniste focuses on «self-referentiality» but we might also consider that the
performative is related to a certain class of verbs, an attempt that Austin followed
to some extent. By considering that «The performative itself is explained by the
illocutionary, not the opposite»”’, Deleuze and Guattari invert Austin’s conception
of the performative and the illocutionary. In so doing, as Grisham argues, they
consider that «The performative, then, is a subset of the illocutionary, and the
illocutionary derives its power from its connection to collective assemblages of
enunciation, in this case a whole aggregate of juridical texts, acts, and speech
acts-the law»*.

We must however not forget that for Austin the performative and illocution
belong to two different moments of his analysis of language: the locution-
illocution-perlocution triad replaces the performative-constative dichotomy.
However, and probably because of Benveniste’s influence, Deleuze and Guattari
do notaccount for the fact that the performative dimension of language in Austin’s
speech-act theory is not limited to illocution but also involves perlocution®. The
illocutionary indeed explains the performative, insofar as it explains the way in
which any utterance is a speech-act, but it does not explain the performative
fully, insofar as it lacks perlocution. This perlocutionary dimension of speech-
acts is much less prone to be conceptualised and theorised, which might be one
of the reasons why Austin focuses mainly on illocution, and why most speech-
act theorists neglect perlocution®. It is however surprising that Deleuze and

G. Deleuze, E Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 78.

V7 Ibid., p. 78.

. Grisham, Linguistics as an Indiscipline: Deleuze and Guattari’s Pragmatics, p. 45.

% Anais Jomat considers that it is precisely this distinction between illocution and perlocution
that Deleuze and Guattari lose in translating Austin’s speech-act into the order-word: «En
assimilant le pouvoir des mots a celui du mot d’ordre, Deleuze et Guattari semblent toutefois
oblitérer la distinction fondamentale soulignée par Austin entre les dimensions illocutoire et
perlocutoire de I'énonciation». (A. Jomat, Gilles Deleuze, de ['«effet de langage» a l'acte de parole,
«META: Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, and Practical Philosophy», 13, 1, 2021,
p. 214.)

>0 Following Stanley Cavell’s discussion of passionate utterances, many recent works have aimed
to revalue perlocution. See S. Bickstrom, A Dogma of Speech Act Theory, «Inquiry», 2020, pp.
1-17; S. Cavell, Philosophy the Day after Tomorrow, Cambridge, MA 2008; M. Gustafsson,
On the Distinction between Uptake and Perlocutionary Object: The Case of Issuing and Obeying
Orders, «Inquiry», 2020, pp. 1-14; D. Kaufmann, A Plea for Perlocutions, «Conversations: The
Journal of Cavellian Studies», 4 2016, pp. 41-60; S. Laugier, Encounters of the Third Kind:
Performative Utterances and Forms of Life, «Inquiry», 2020, pp. 1-21; S. Laugier, D. Lorenzini
(eds.), Perlocutoire: normativités et performativités du langage ordinaire, Paris 2021; D. Lorenzini,
From Recognition to Acknowledgement: Rethinking the Perlocutionary, Inquiry», 2020, pp. 1-20;
P. Mills, Poetic Perlocutions: Poetry after Cavell after Austin, «Philosophical Investigations», 45,
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Guattari do not take into account perlocution, especially since the pragmatics of
language, the dimension that Austin somehow failed to completely account for,
belongs to the realm of perlocution, and that perlocution has the potential to be
a candidate for their general pragmatics’'.

One of the reasons why they highlight so strongly this relation between
performative and illocution is also to advance another thesis, namely to
criticise Benveniste’s idea that language is communicational. Indeed, the first
postulate of linguistics that they criticise is that «Language Is Informational
and Communicational». While the performative reveals that language is not
informational, not descriptive but performative, the illocutionary maintains
language at the level of communication. In that sense, their reading of Austin
through Benveniste is much closer to Grice’s conception of OLP with his
conversational maxims. But their misreading of Austin, or rather their overlooking
of perlocution, makes them miss what could have been an important element
for their conception of language, one in which language is neither informational
nor communicational but a matter of order-words.

However, they recognise three important and positive consequences of the
performative:

1. The first consequence is performativity, namely that language is not only a
game of giving and receiving information. As we have seen, many speech-
acts can be made without requiring an informational component. What is
central, to the contrary, is that through language I am doing something.

2. The second consequence highlights the importance of pragmatics. The
performative shows that pragmatics is the underlying ground on which
language occurs. What matters is less the information given than the context
and conditions of speech-acts. I will return to this pragmatism in analysing
Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of order-words.

3. The third consequence relates to their rejection of traditional linguistics, and
more specifically of the Saussurean distinction between language (langue)

32022, pp. 357-372.
°1On the relations between Austin’s and Deleuze’s terminologies, see D. Thomas, 7rs Not What
You Say, Its That You Say It: Speech, Performance, and Sense in Austin and Deleuze, «Philosophy
& Rhetoric», 29, 4 1996, pp. 359-368. Douglas Thomas attempts to map Deleuze’s theory
of language in Logic of Sense to Austin’s speech-act theory, connecting the denotative element
to the constative, the act of manifestation to perlocution, and the notion of signification to
illocution. Thomas further argues that Deleuze’s element of sense does not find a counterpart
in Austin’s theory, «that Austin fails to make the distinction between sense and reference,
and thus that, following Benveniste’s criticism of Austin, Deleuze’s notion of sense reaffirms
the distinction between performatives and constatives. Although Thomas’s inventive reading
of Austin through Deleuze highlights interesting points of connection, I see two problems in
such a reading; first, it fails to take into account, like Benveniste, the fact that the constative-
performative distinction and the locution-illocution-perlocution tripartition are two separate
moments of Austin’s analysis, which cannot so simply be mixed with one another; second,
because of its focus on Logic of Sense and despite a discussion of some aspects of A Thousand
Plateaus, it completely overlooks the notion of order-word that is central to Deleuze and
Guattari’s reading of Austin.
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and speech (parole). This rejection of traditional linguistics goes in the
direction of the criticism of the semiotic regime of signs that I have already
mentioned.

So far, Deleuze and Guattari’s reading of Austin is not very original nor
surprising. They follow him without criticising his theory, except perhaps
through their criticism of Benveniste’s focus on communication. However, 1
want to argue that they do have a creative reading of Austin too, one which
points out a limit of Austin’s theory and gives ideas to overcome this limit,
namely parasitic utterances. Even though they do not discuss the question of
parasitism, like Derrida does for instance, I will argue that their reading of the
performative in terms of order-words allows for a more convincing answer to
the problem of parasitism. Before turning to their answer, however, let us recall
Derrida’s criticism of Austin.

One of Derrida’s main points of criticism towards Austin lies in the
failure to acknowledge the necessity of iterability, and thus citationality, in the
establishment of performative force. Derrida considers that it is indeed only
through iterability that a performative utterance can gain its performative
dimension:

For, ultimately, isnt it true that what Austin excludes as anomaly, exception, «<non-
serious», citation (on stage, in a poem, or a soliloquy) is the determined modification
of a general citationality — or rather, a general iterability — without which there would
not even be a «successful» performative? So that — a paradoxical but unavoidable
conclusion — a successful performative is necessarily an «impure» performative, to
adopt the word advanced later on by Austin when he acknowledges that there is no
«pure» performative™.

Against Austin, Derrida suggests that the success of a performative
utterance can only be contrasted to a failure, and that failure thus belongs to
the constitution of the performative. The exclusion of the non-serious is thus
an exclusion of the iterability that gives the performative its force. Deleuze and
Guattari acknowledge this iterability by considering that the performative is
always a matter of indirect discourse, that redundancy lies at the heart of the
order-word: «Indirect discourse is the presence of a reported statement within
the reporting statement, the presence of an order-word within the word.
Language in its entirety is indirect discourse»™. They thus agree with Derrida
on the necessary iterability of speech-acts, but do not criticise Austin for failing
to acknowledge this dimension. To the contrary, they rather see in Austin the
possibility to think language outside of the communicational sense: «Language
is not content to go from a first party to a second party, from one who has seen
to one who has not, but necessarily goes from a second party to a third party,

52]. Derrida, Limited Inc, p. 17.
3 G. Deleuze, E Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 84.
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neither of whom has seen. It is in this sense that language is the transmission of
the word as order-word, not the communication of a sign as information»*. In
this iterability and redundancy of the order-word lies the danger of parasitism,
one that Austin aims to exclude and Derrida to make central to language.

This tension between Austin and Derrida reveals a tension inherent to the
performative, namely its tension with theatricality. As Martin Puchner argues,
«More important than these echoes, however, is the tension between Austinian
performative speech acts and theatrical acts that informs Austin’s theory
throughout. Speech acts must battle and conquer the threat of theatricality
to become speech acts»”. The performative must overcome this tendency
towards theatricality to be effective, and Barbara Johnson has highlighted the
contamination of Austin’s discourse with a theatrical vocabulary®®. Joseph Hillis
Miller also pointed out that the literary lies at the heart of Austin’s description
of the performative, when Austin for instance quotes Euripides to make a
philosophical claim”. This tension between theatricality and performance
highlights two different conceptions of the performative, one that insists on the
fact that language is always indirect discourse, in line with Benveniste, and one
that insists on the action, in line with Austin and his followers. Derrida suggests
that Austin’s rejection of the first conception is a danger for his theory, that
parasitism cannot be excluded so promptly and easily.

In contrast to Austin, and somewhat in line with Derrida, Deleuze and
Guattari consider the danger of parasitism, this tension between performativity
and theatricality, as a feature of language, one that reveals that language is a
«collective assemblage of enunciation». As Richard Eldridge and Tamsin Lorraine
argue, «Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of language will ultimately challenge
traditional notions of the speaking subject by considering speech acts as effects
of what they call ‘collective assemblages of enunciation’ — ways of meaning-
making with implicit rules that change over time — rather than of the particular
subjects making the speech acts»’®. The speaking subject loses its importance,
and language becomes a site of collective assemblages of enunciation, oscillating
between the singularity of the theatrical and the regularity of the performative.
In that sense, as Lecercle argues, «Deleuze and Guattari go further on this road

S Ibid., p. 77.

> M. Puchner, Poetry of the Revolution: Marx, Manifestos, and the Avant-Gardes, Princeton
2006, p. 25.

>¢B. Johnson, Poetry and Performative Language, «Yale French Studies», 54, 1977, pp. 140-158.
°7]. H. Miller, Speech Acts in Literature, Stanford 2001.

8 R. T. Eldridge, T. E. Lorraine, Philosophy as Articulation: Austin and Deleuze on Conceptual
Analysis, in ]. A. Bell, A. Cutrofello and P. M. Livingston (eds.), Beyond the Analytic-Continental
Divide. Pluralist Philosophy in the Twenty-First Century, London and New York 2015, pp. 59-
74, p. 66.
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than Austin and Searle: the utterance is not merely the locus of a speech-act (a
promise, for instance), but of a social act, a mot d'ordre, a slogan»>’.

They go further than Austin and Searle because they consider the order-
word not to be a mere grammatical category, but a transformative force:

We call order-words, not a particular category of explicit statements (for example,
in the imperative), but the relation of every word or every statement to implicit
presuppositions, in other words, to speech acts that are, and can only be, accomplished
in the statement. Order-words do not concern commands only, but every act that is
linked to statements by a «social obligation». Every statement displays this link, directly
or indirectly. Questions, promises, are order-words. The only possible definition of
language is the set of all order-words, implicit presuppositions, or speech acts current
in a language at a given moment®.

Order-words must not be limited to imperatives, because they would fall
back into a grammatical category, which was one of the problems Austin also
encountered when he moved away from building a typology of performative verbs
to focus on the effects of speech in terms of illocution and perlocution. Rather,
order-words are a relation, namely that between statements and presuppositions.
In that sense, the order-word is very much like Austin’s illocutionary: the implicit
presupposition behind the speech-act. And we could translate back their idea in
Austin’s vocabulary by saying that «Question, promises, are illocutionary acts».
But there is something more to the order-word, it is not merely the translation
of Austin’s illocutionary. What is central to order-words, and that Austin does
not discuss, is the way in which they constitute the world. Taking the example
of an airplane hijacking, they consider that «the transformation of the passengers
into hostages, and of the plane-body into a prison-body, is an instantaneous
incorporeal transformation, a ‘mass media act’ in the sense in which the English
speak of ‘speech acts’»®'. The transformation of passengers into hostages is the
consequence of the order-word. The order-word is a transformative force, like
the illocutionary in that sense, but a transformative force that affects how things
are. Deleuze and Guattari have a much stronger pragmatism than Austin here.
While Austin’s illocution remains within the field of linguistics, and that is a
limitation for Deleuze and Guattari, the order-word enters fully the realm of
pragmatics.

By entering the realm of pragmatics, language acquires a political
dimension, one which OLP in general overlooks. Focusing on the order-word
emphasises that language is not the mere transmission of information, but is a
form of action:

The language-function is the transmission of order-words, and order-words
relate to assemblages, just as assemblages relate to the incorporeal transformations

*?].-]. Lecercle, Deleuze and Language, p. 88.
9 G. Deleuze, E Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 79.
o1 Jbid., p. 81.
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constituting the variables of the function. Linguistics is nothing without a pragmatics
(semiotic or political) to define the effectuation of the condition of possibility of language
and the usage of linguistic elements®.

Deleuze and Guattari highlight the importance of the notion of assemblage,
insofar as it connects speech-acts to a corporeality, in a sense similar to how
Deleuze connected language to the body in Logic of Sense. As they further argue,
this assemblage is a combination of content and expression, of a «wmnachinic
assemblage of bodies» and a «collective assemblage of enunciation»®. Through
this notion of assemblage that connects content and expression, language and
the world, linguistics and politics, Deleuze and Guattari insist on the fact that
language is not a matter of transmitting information, but a site where forces
clash with one another. As Susan Kelly argues, «Language is therefore an enactor,
conveyor and locus for the clash of forces»®. This clash of forces suggests that
linguistics is nothing without pragmatics» and that this pragmatics is both
semiotic and political. I have been focusing on the semiotic dimension of
pragmatics thus far, and I will focus on the politics of pragmatics in the next
section.

4. Politics and Poetics of Pragmatics

As Deleuze and Guattari put it very succinctly: «Pragmatics is a politics
of language»®. In this conception of pragmatics, they distance themselves from
Austin, whose analyses remain at a descriptive and, supposedly, apolitical level.
However, what Deleuze and Guattari show is precisely that there is no apolitical
language, that our uses of language always already involve a political situation.
Language cannot be separated from its context, what they reproached linguistics,
and this context is necessarily social and political, is necessarily a context of
power.

One of the ways in which Deleuze and Guattari acknowledge this politics
and pragmatics of language is through their distinction between major and
minor. According to them, one of the limits of linguistics is that it functions on
the major mode, without any consideration for the minor:

Linguistics in general is still in a kind of major mode, still has a sort of diatonic
scale and a strange taste for dominants, constants, and universals. All languages, in the
meantime, are in immanent continuous variation: neither synchrony nor diachrony,

62 Ibid., p. 85.

% Jbid., p. 88.

4S. Kelly, «What is to be Done: Grammars of Organisation, «Deleuze and Guattari Studies»,
12,2 2018, pp. 147-184, p. 153

% G. Deleuze, E Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 82.
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but asynchrony, chromaticism as a variable and continuous state of language. For a
chromatic linguistics according pragmatism its intensities and values®.

Deleuze and Guattari criticise linguistics for its focus on constants and
universals while language in practice is a matter of «continuous variation». This
is also the reproach they make to Austin concerning the illocutionary act: it
remains at the level of convention, of jurisdiction, of universality despite its
alleged interest in ordinary language. Ordinary language, for Austin and many
ordinary language philosophers (although I would exclude Wittgenstein from
this list), is a matter of conventions that need to be respected, of an order
that can be conceptualised and categorised. In that sense, grammar is a tool
of social order: «Forming grammatically correct sentences is for the normal
individual the prerequisite for any submission to social laws»*’. To the contrary,
ordinary language for Deleuze and Guattari is always changing, in intensities
and in values. A pragmatism must thus move away from the major mode and
become chromatic if it is to account for these variations. This musical metaphor
highlights that the major mode of language only limits itself to certain aspects
and overlooks others, namely minor modes of language. Chromatism would be
a way of encompassing all modes of language.

In order to achieve this chromatic pragmatism, one needs to account for
the minor. Minority and majority are not a matter of numbers, but a matter of
social structure:

That is why we must distinguish between: the majoritarian as a constant and
homogeneous system; minorities as subsystems; and the minoritarian as a potential,
creative and created, becoming. The problem is never to acquire the majority, even in

order to install a new constant. There is no becoming-majoritarian; majority is never

becoming. All becoming is minoritarian®.

To some extent, the minor is always considered in terms of écars from the
major. In Austin’s terms, it is a parasite: there would be ordinary language proper
on the one hand (the major), and parasitic utterances on the other hand (the
minor). Despite the attempts to save Austin from criticism on this point, it is
difficult to say that his conception of language is not a conservative one. It leaves
space for creative and other uses of language, but these uses are relegated to a
second degree of language, to parasitism. In that sense, Deleuze and Guattari’s
distinction between major and minor modes of language replays Austin’s
separation of the ordinary from the parasitic. However, their view acknowledges
that language establishes a distinction, and that this distinction reflects a power
structure. Furthermore, while Austin’s distinction seems to ontologically separate
ordinary language from parasitic utterances, Deleuze and Guattari consider that

% Jbid., p. 97.
 Ibid., p. 101,
%8 Ibid., pp. 105-106.
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«‘Major’ and ‘minor’ do not qualify two different languages but rather two usages
or functions of language»®. The minor and the major are both functions of
language that play different roles in our everyday uses of language. The minor is
a «potential, creative and created, becomingy that expands the scope of language.
It is therefore not surprising that Deleuze and Guattari explore the question of
minority in relation to literature, and especially Kafka. If grammar is a tool for
social submission, the intentional break with grammar is a tool of rebellion.

It is in their work on Kafka that Deleuze and Guattari explore the question
of a minor language, in relation to a minor literature. This focus on literature is
also a way for them to replay the relation between content and expression: the way
in which Kafka’s minor use of language affects the major language (German) is a
way for expression to be a tool to create new forms of content’. In other words,
expression and content are not separate layers of the text, but intertwined in a
creative and political process. We have already seen that Deleuze and Guattari’s
rejection of communication can be understood as a rejection of representation in
favour of expression and that politics is central to their conception of language.
This politics is a politics of becoming because minority precisely affects the
becoming of language; minority affects majority and transforms it from within.
In this sense, this politics or pragmatics is also a poetics. Guattari insists on
this poetic function of language in Chaosmosis: «In these conditions, the task of
the poetic function, in an enlarged sense, is to recompose artificially rarefied,
resingularised Universes of subjectivation»”'. The poetic and the political unite
in this activity of subjectivation.

As Frank Stevenson argues, this poetic dimension is not to be found in
the idea of metaphor, insofar as Deleuze rejects the notion of metaphor as still
belonging to the signifying regime of signs, but in the broader idea of figure:

figurative language does not depend on a ‘primary language’ but rather underlies
it — or rather, there is no ‘primary language’ but only the ‘unstable interplay of figures,
[of] configurations of sense [or] collective arrangements of utterance [énoncés]’; this
model, which dominates the language theory set forth in A Thousand Plateaus, suggests
again the influence of pragmatics, of Austin and speech-act theory’.

Unlike Austin, however, Deleuze and Guattari do not reject poetic and
other so-called parasitic utterances’™. To the contrary, they consider them central

9 [bid., p. 104.

" G. Deleuze, E Guattari, Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature, Minneapolis 1986.

"'E. Guattari, Chaosmosis, Bloomington and Indianapolis 1995, p. 19.

72F. Stevenson, Stretching Language to Its Limit: Deleuze and the Problem of Poiesis, «Concentric:
Literary and Cultural Studies», 35, 1 2009, pp. 77-108, p. 89.

7> One of the features of Deleuze’s (with and without Guattari) philosophy of language is the
importance of literary examples. The question of minor language appears in his discussion
of Kafka as a German speaker in a non-German speaking country. This question of minority
can relate to parasitism, and Anders Gullestad has argued that a minor language operates as a
parasite in Austin’s theory, a parasite that affects and transforms ordinary language, see A. M.
Gullestad, Literature and the Parasite, «Deleuze Studies», 5, 3 2011, pp. 301-323.

345



Lo SGUARDO - RIVISTA DI FILOSOFIA
N. 41, 2025 (II) - GiLLES DELEUZE E I ‘RITRATTI" DEL PENSIERO

to understanding how language works in general.
The variations in language are therefore not marginal, against what is
traditionally thought:

Some believe that these variations do not express the usual labor of creation
in language and remain marginal, confined to poets, children, and lunatics. That is
because they wish to define the abstract machine by constants that can be modified
only secondarily, by a cumulative effect or syntagmatic mutation. But the abstract
machine of language is not universal, or even general, but singular; it is not actual, but
virtual-real; it has, not invariable or obligatory rules, but optional rules that ceaselessly
vary with the variation itself, as in a game in which each move changes the rules.
That is why abstract machines and assemblages of enunciation are complementary, and
present in each other™.

Interestingly, the triad poets, children, and lunatics refers back to Logic of
Sense, in which Deleuze considers the nonsense of the poets, of children, and
of lunatics to share something in common, that we usually fail to understand”.
Logic of Sense precisely explores literary nonsense to conceptualise an alternative
philosophy of language. Similarly, Deleuze and Guattari bring what traditional
philosophy of language considers to be marginal—parasitic in Austin’s terms—to
the forefront of their conception of language. The failure of linguistics lies in its
consideration of the abstract machine as universal, whereas it is a site of constant
variability. In that sense, abstract machines are not opposed to the assemblages
of enunciation but work together in constituting language as a site of mutation,
transformation, and variability.

Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of minor and major modes of language
thus offer a way to think of the poetic within the concept of pragmatics. In
that sense, they offer a more productive and innovative reading of Austin than
Derrida’s critique in «Signature Event Context». While their reading remains at
a superficial level regarding the discussion of the details of Austin’s theory, they
offer insights, perspectives, «lines of flight» perhaps, into Austin’s theory. It is
surprising that they do not engage with the question of perlocution explicitly, but
their translation of the performative in terms of order-words, albeit implicitly,
involves the question of perlocution through their focus on pragmatics qua
politics of language. However, this politics of language is inseparable from a
poetics of pragmatics that explains how language both shapes the world and is
shaped by it, how expression and content interact with one another.

Philip Mills
University of Lausanne
D4 philip.mills@outlook.fr

" G. Deleuze, E Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 100.
> G. Deleuze, Logic of Sense, pp. 82-83.
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