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1 5  Deleuze's 
unity� difference, and 
onto-theology 

INTRO DUCTION 

In this chapter, I want to look at Deleuze's philosophical heritage 

in two different senses .  In the first part, I explore his relationship to 
perhaps the Inost influential philosopher of the twentieth century, 

Martin Heidegger. Heidegger plays a central role in Deleuze's early 
philosophy, and even when in his later collaborations with Guattari 

their explicit references to Heidegger are dislnissive, Heidegger's 

influence can clearly be detected, particularly in their critiques 

of other philosophers. In the second part, I look at Deleuze's own 
contribution to philosophy, and to see how this contribution has 

been assessed by one of the Inost influential contelnporary French 
philosophers, Alain Badiou. For Heidegger, Deleuze, and Badiou, 

perhaps the central problem for philosophy elnerges from thinking 

about totality. For all three, the traditional lnetaphysical view of 
totality, derived frOln Aristotle's concept of paronYlny, occludes 

rather than solves the problem of how we characterize our most 

general concepts .  As we shall see, Heidegger's diagnosis of Ineta
physics, as constituted by what he calls onto-theology, is shared 
by all three philosophers, while their responses to this diagnosis 

differ. Deleuze and Badiou both reject Heidegger's poetics of being 

in favor of the language of Inathelnatics, but the question I want 
to explore in the final part of the chapter is, which Inathematics? 

The mathelnatics of the continuous, or the Inathelnatics of the 

discrete? 

I would like to thank Pe te Wolfendale for his comments on an earlier draf t of thi s  
chap ter. 
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DEFINITION AND THE UNITY OF ANALO GY 

For Aristotle, when we want to detennine the nature of smnething, 
we do so by asking the question, "what is it ? "I This question calls for 

an answer in tenns of the kind of thing an object is, and an answer 
in terms of its essential properties. We are not concerned with 

whether Socrates is standing or sitting, for instance, as these char
acteristics are not essential, and can alter without Socrates ceasing 

to be Socrates . We might, therefore, say that, essentially, Socrates 
is a lnan. In order to explicate this definition, however, we need to 
ask what the lneaning of the tenn "nlan" is. Aristotle's answer to 

this question, which seems a reasonable first approximation, is that 
the definition of Ulan is a "rational animal," that is, he defines man 
by saying that he is an animal with a particular kind of property. 2  
Likewise, we lnight say that an anirnal is a kind of living being 
with a particular property. When we say that "In an" is a "rational 
animal,"  nlan is the species that Socrates belongs to. This species is 

itself a lnelnber of a larger class of things, known as a genus (in this 
case, "animal") .  Now, in order to specify which species of the genus 

man is, we need to be able to distinguish it frOln other entities, that 

is, to say what it is not (to say that it is x, not y). The property that we 
use to define what smnething is is a property that divides entities in 

a wider class into two different kinds (rational and non-rational ani
mals) .  Aristotle calls this a difference. Now if this difference were 

just an arbitrary difference between any two objects, then while it 
lnight allow us to tell one from another, it wouldn't allow us to 

advance in our definition of a thing. To know that a man is not 
a horse only gives us a lninimal advance in our understanding of 

what man is. Rather, differences are differences in the kind of thing 

smnething is. Thus, for instance, rational and non-rational are both 
kinds of anirnals. Furthennore, all anilnals are either rational or 

non-rational (there is no third class they could belong to). The kind 

of difference used in definition is therefore essentially an opposition 

between two kinds (rational and non-rational) that share an under
lying identity (aniInal) in order to allow us to create a taxonomy 

of species that doesn't allow undefined cases to slip through our 

systeln of definition. 

Here we come to the probleln which I want to explore in this 
chapter. If each term in the definition is defined by dividing a prior 
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identity, then we  have a hierarchy of  ten11s, nloving frOl11 the I110St 
general to the nlost specific. If we progress back frOl11 the nlost spe
cific ten11 in the hierarchy, however, then we find that we have a 
problel11 when we reach the I110St general ternl, being. If each ten11 
is to be defined in ten11S of a higher identity, then how can we 

define the highest identity in the hierarchy? To posit an identity 

higher than being would just lead to us reiterating the problel11 

at a higher level. To give up on the concept of being seel11S to be 
equally problel11atic, as this would leave us unable to think the 
world as a totality, or to develop sonlething like a science of I11eta

physics that is able to deal with any being, or a science of being qua 

being. Furthen11ore, as each ten11 in the hierarchy is dependent on 
a higher ten11 for its definition, then any failure to define the high

est ten11 in our hierarchy of tenns will affect all of the tenl1S in the 
hierarchy. 

The inlportance of this question of the highest genus, and of the 

standard Illetaphysical answer to this question, cannot be  overstated 

when we are looking at Deleuze's relationship to his predecessors 

and successors. At root is Heidegger's clailll that metaphysics since 

the Greeks has been a history of Seinsvergessenheit (forgetfulness 
of being). To see why this is so, we need to briefly turn to Aristotle's 

own solution to the problel11 of the highest genus. Aristotle rec

ognizes the problelll of the highest genus in the Metaphysics as 
follows: 

It is not possible that either unity or being should be a single genus of 
things; for the differentiae of any genus must each of them have both b eing 
and be one, but it is not possible for the genus taken apart from its species 
(any more than for the species of the genus) to be predicated of its proper 
differentiae; so that if either unity or being is a genus, no differentiae will 
either have being or be one) 

The essential point that Aristotle is Inaking here is that a diffe

rence cannot be the SaIne kind of thing as what it differentiates.  If 

it were, then the question would arise of how we differentiate the 
difference itself frOl11 the class of things it is a difference of. This 
becOl11es a serious problenl when we turn to the genus, being, itself. 

If we were to understand being as a genus, then, since differences 
cannot be of the SaI11e type as the genera they differentiate, then dif

ferences could not thenlselves have being or unity. "Renlember the 
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reason why Being itself is not a genus: it is,  Aristotle says, because 
differences are" (DR 3 2) . Being, the highest genus, therefore turns 

out not to be a genus at all. Instead, Aristotle posits ten "categories," 
or types of being. These are not related to one another as species 

to a genus, but are rather related to one another by way of what 

CaIne to be called analogy.4 To see how this works, we can turn to 
a more everyday exalnple of analogy, or, Inore correctly, paronymy, 

that Aristotle uses: 

Just as that which is healthy all has reference to health - either because it 
preserves health, or because it produces it, or because it is a sign of health, 
or because it is capable of receiving health . . .  so too that which is is said in 
several ways, but all with reference to a single principle} 

Here, we can see that there are various ways of sOlnething being 
healthy, for eXaInple, a diet may be healthy, or a drug may restore 

health. In each of these cases, the use of the word "healthy" differs, 
but all of these uses are related to a central usage, or focal lneaning. 

Thus, each of the tenns is dependent on the meaning of health as, 

perhaps, the proper functioning of the organism. We can use the 

same kind of structure with the concept of being. Here, the focal 
Ineaning will be being as ousia, cOlnmonly, though somewhat prob

lelnatically, translated as "substance." Other possible ways of say

ing that something is, for exalnple, quantity, place, or quality, are all 

ways of being that essentially take the form of properties, or predica

bles, and as such are related to this primary sense of being.6 We can 
draw out two related claims that will be central to the developlnent 

of philosophical thought frOln Heidegger through to Deleuze and 
beyond. First, the probleln of the highest genus elnerges as a result 

of viewing the relation between concepts as being a subsumptive 
one. That is, concepts are related to one another through relations 
of predication (as rationality is predicated of animal, for instance) . It 

therefore appears that any hierarchical model of organization struc
tured according to subsumption will run into siInilar difficulties .  
Second, the highest genus problem appears to push us away frOln 

any knowledge of the nature of being itself, as this now falls out

side of the hierarchy. Both these points will be taken up by Deleuze, 
but before looking as Deleuze's reading of these problelns, I want to 

turn to Heidegger's account of the question of being. 
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HEID EG G ER AND T HE QUESTION O F  BEING 

Heidegger opens Being and Tinle with a reference to the ques
tion of being: "This question has been forgotten - although our 
tiTne considers itself progressive in again affinning 'lnetaphys
ics./I'7 Furthennore, the reason why the question of the Ineaning of 

being has been forgotten can be traced directly to the analysis of 

being given by Aristotle : "On the foundation of the Greek point of 
departure for the interpretation of being a doglna has taken shape 
which not only declares that the question of the lneaning of being 

is superfluous but sanctions its neglect . //s While there is a certain 
an1bivalence in Heidegger's own work as to whether Aristotle is 
fully prey to the difficulties he is responsible for, it is nevertheless 

the case that the question of being has not been raised in subse
quent lnetaphysics.  Heidegger gives three reasons why the question 

of being has not been raised. First, being is the most universal con
cept .  So n1uch so that, as we have seen, "the 'universality' of being 

surpasses the 'universality' of genus.//9 As Heidegger points out, 

while analogy does indeed allow being a fonn of universality, being 

by no lneans therefore becOlnes an elnpty tenn.  Rather, the relation 

between the different tenns brought into analogy with one another 
now becOlnes problelnatic . Second, and once again with reference 

to the probleln of the highest genus, Heidegger notes that the ques
tion of being has not been asked, because being escapes definition: 

"Being cannot be derived from higher concepts by way of definition 
and cannot be represented by lower ones. //ro While this fact lnay be 

interpreted as ruling out an analysis of being, Heidegger draws a 

different conclusion, namely, that being cannot be considered to 
have the SaIne subject-predicate structure that definition presup
poses: "'being' is  not sOlnething like a being.//I I Finally, being is  

seen to be a self-evident concept, and so not in need of  clarification. 

Even the question, "what is being? // presupposes an understand

ing of being, insofar as it contains the word, "is.// Rather than see

ing this as a reason not to enquire into being, Heidegger instead 
takes the frequency with which this concept is encountered in our 

thinking to be the grounds for the pressing need for an enquiry into 

its lneaning. At the heart of Heidegger's philosophy is therefore the 
clailn that being cannot be  understood according to the tenns we 
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use to understand beings . Rather, there is an ontological difiel'ence 
between theln: 

As the fundamental theme of philosophy being is not a genus of beings; yet it 
pertains to every being. Its "universality" must be sought in a higher sphere. 
Being and its structure transcend every being and every possible existent 
determination of a being. Being is the tmnscendens pure and simple. I 2 

I do not want to explore Heidegger's own enquiry into the Ineaning 
of being, except to note that by focusing on our everyday involve

nlent with the world, the ready to hand, Heidegger escapes the kind 
of subject-predicate understanding of the world that Aristotle 's 

account of definition presupposes. In the process, Heidegger opens 
up the possibility of a relation to being that does not have to resort 
to the unity of analogy, at least in the sense that we find it in meta
physics subsequent to Aristotle . I 3  This project is contrasted with 

that of traditional Inetaphysics, which is governed by the "forget
fulness of the difference [between being and beings] ."I4 Rather than 

focusing on the question, "what is being?/' Inetaphysics concerns 

itself with a categorial understanding of the principles and grounds 
of beings. It is concerned with being insofar as it is understood as 

having a predicable structure ("what is the thingliness of things?" ) . 
As such, it is concerned with first principles .  This Inight either be  

in terms of  that which all entities share in  common (ontologyL or 
the nlOst exelnplary entity that gives a ground to other entities (the-

010gy) . I 5  This mode of forgetfulness is, for Heidegger, constitutive 
of the entire tradition of nletaphysics frOln Aristotle to the modern 

technological age . I6 It is labeled by Heidegger "onto-theology": 

Because Being appears as ground, beings are what is grounded; the highest 
being, however, is what accounts for giving the sense of giving the first 
cause. When metaphysics thinlzs of beings with respect to the ground that 
is common to all beings as such, then it is logic as onto-logic. When meta
physics thinlzs of beings as such as a whole, that is, with respect to the high
est being which accounts for everything, then it is logic as theo-logic. I? 

Before Inoving on to Deleuze and Badiou, I want to briefly return to 

the question of analogy. Given the structure of onto-theology, and 
the difficulties we have looked at with its conception of the highest 

genus, it should be clear that there is an ilnlnanent difficulty with 
the kind of conception we have been dealing with when it COlnes 
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to the question of being. We could say that analogy represents the 
solution to the lin1itations of definition, in that it allows the incorp
oration of being into categorial thought . For Heidegger, however, the 
fact that it covers over the question of being instead Inarks it out as 
a signal of the failure of onto -theology: 

The analogy of being - this designation is not a solution to the being ques
tion, indeed not even an actual posing of the question, but the title for the 
most stringent aporia, the impasse in which ancient philosophy, and along 
with it all subsequent philosophy right up to today, is enmeshed. IS 

D ELEUZE AND ONT O -T HEOLO GY 

All philosophy presents constraints on our thinking as well as 

opportunities, and the constraints on thinking brought out in 

Heidegger's analysis of the history of Inetaphysics are defini
tive of twentieth-century French philosophy. The uptake of the 

Heideggerian critique of onto-theology constitutes one of the Inajor 
fissures separating the twentieth-century analytic and continen

tal traditions . In this respect, it is also a Inajor influence on Gilles 

Deleuze's philosophy. Deleuze opens Difference and Repetition by 

noting that its subject is "rnanifestly in the air" with "Heidegger's 
Inore and Inore pronounced orientation towards a philosophy 

of ontological Difference" (DR xix). While Deleuze's question is 

not the question of being, but the question of difference, Deleuze 

begins his systematic exposition of this question with a critique of 
Aristotle's account of difference. As Deleuze notes, for Aristotle, 

difference can be understood "only in relation to the supposed iden
tity of the concept" (DR 3 1 ) .  We have already seen that for Aristotle, 

difference between species can only be understood in relation to 

an overarching identity. In this sense, difference is understood in 
tenns of its "predicative power" (DR 32) as something that is said 

of the genus. If difference is understood as the difference within 
a genus, however, we are once again returned to the probieln of 

the highest genus. As we have seen in the previous couple of sec
tions we cannot fonn a detenninate concept of the highest genus. 

Without such a concept, any notion of difference which relies on 
an overarching identity breaks down at this point . Now, this fail

ure of the predicative conception of difference could lead us to an 
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ontology of difference, with son1ething like a Heideggerian distinc
tion between fundmnental and regional ontology: 

It is as though there were two IILogoi," differing in nature but intermingled 
with one another: the logos of Species, the logos of what we think and say, 
which rests upon the condition of the identity or univocity of concepts 
in general taken as genera; and the logos of Genera, the logos of what is 
thought and said through us, which is free of that condition and operates 
both in the equivocity of Being and in the diversity of the most general 
concepts. (DR 32-3 3 )  

This possibility i s  closed off by  the introduction o f  analogy, how

ever, which allows us to relate the categories to one another, and 

so to preserve the predicative Inodel. "Difference is crucified" on 
the "quadripartite fetters" (DR 1 38 )  of identity, analogy, opposition, 

and reselnblance. In this sense, the question of difference mirrors 
the question of being, in that both questions are forestalled by the 
understanding of being as predicative that constitutes onto-theolog

ical lnetaphysics. 

In spite of the siInilarities in the Inotivations behind the ques

tion of being and the question of difference, there are SOlne fun
dmnental differences in the way Heidegger and Deleuze go about 

answering these questions. For Heidegger, the clailn that meta

physics is onto-theology implies that "the origin of the difference 

[between Being and beings] can no longer be thought of within the 
scope of metaphysics ."I9 "The tilne of 'systelns' is over."20 In con

trast to these claims, Deleuze explicitly Inaintains a relationship to 

the philosophical tradition, and with it, to the ideal of systematic 
philosophy. In doing so, he does not reject Heidegger's analysis of 
onto -theology, but rather Heidegger's equation of Inetaphysics with 
onto-theology : "I believe in philosophy as systeln. The notion of 

systeln which I find unpleasant is one whose coordinates are the 
Identical, the SiInilar, and the Analogous" (TRM 361 ) . hnplicit in 

Deleuze's clailn is a richer conception of the history of Inetaphys

ics that includes InOlnents where a genuine thinking of difference 
was possible. That is, Deleuze recognizes that there are InOlnents 

in the history of Inetaphysics where the unity of analogy has been 

rejected, and on this basis, a line of flight frOln the aporias of onto
theology has been constituted. For instance, as  Tonner notes, cen

tral to Heidegger's critique of Descartes is that he preserves an 
analogical conception of being, understanding finite substance by 
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analogy with infinite substance, God.2 1  As such, Descartes would 
represent an archetypal exalnple of an onto-theological constitu
tion of Inetaphysics. Deleuze follows Heidegger in his analysis of 
Descartes, 22 but argues that Spinoza's philosophy breaks with this 
analogical conception with his clailn that the attributes are predi

cated of both substances and Inodes univocally, that is, in the same 

sense .  ConcOlnitant with this claim is the claim that being cannot 
be understood as a being, as only modes are nUlnerically distinct . 
Being is therefore singular.23 Spinoza, a figure hardly discussed by 
Heidegger, therefore breaks with the analogical conception of being, 

and hence develops an account that comes close to escaping the 
difficulties of onto-theology: "I believe that Spinoza's philosophy 

relnains in part unintelligible if one does not see in it a constant 
struggle against the three notions of equivocation, elTlinence and 
analogy" (EPS 48-49) .24 While Heidegger condemns the metaphys

ical tradition as a whole, Deleuze recognizes a "distaff" tradition 
that, by rejecting the unity of analogy, at least holds the possibility 

of escaping frOln the shackles of onto-theology. Heidegger is, there

fore, one in a series of thinkers to escape analogy, rather than the 

sole instigator of a new Inode of thinking: 

[F]rom Parmenides to Heidegger it is the same voice which is taken up, in 
an echo which itself forms the whole deployment of the univocal. A single 
voice raises the clamour of being. (DR 3 5 )  

The failure to  see the possibility o f  an  alternative tradition o f  lTleta

physics is at the root of Deleuze's critique of Heidegger. Thus, the 

reduction of Inetaphysics to onto-theology obscures the possibil

ity that there Inay be other questions to ask which move beyond 
a predicative Inodel of thinking besides the question of being, and 

in fact, the singularity of Heidegger's question risks reinstating an 
overarching identity (DR 66 ) :  

From the outset, however, what are these fiery imperatives, these ques
tions which are the beginning of the world? The fact is that every thing 
has its beginning in a question, but one cannot say that the question itself 
begins. Might the question, along with the imperative which it expresses, 
have no other origin than repetition? Great authors of our time (Heidegger, 
Blanchot) have exploited this most profound relation between the question 
and repetition. Not that it is sufficient, however, to repeat a single ques
tion which would remain intact at the end, even if this question is "What 
is being? " ["Qu'en est-il de l'etre?"j (DR 200 ) 
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Thus, a philosophy of the question of being is solely one instance 
of what is Inore fundaInental: a philosophy of the question itself. 

Turning to Deleuze's own positive philosophy, we can say that in 
both his early work and his collaborations with Guattari, Deleuze 

ain1s to operate within the constraints of Heidegger's critique of 

onto-theology. The en1phasis on univocity in the early work and 
iInmanence in the later work both present alternative ways of think

ing difference that avoid any reliance on analogy. 25 In Difference and 
Repetition, Deleuze presents a transcendental philosophy governed 

by a distinction between two Inodes of organization, the actual and 
the virtual. We can equate this distinction loosely with the dis
tinction between beings and being, the ontological difference at the 
heart of Heidegger's philosophy. Actuality is the dOlnain of things, 

capable of being represented as predicable substances .  The structure 
of the actual is governed by transcendental conditions. Whereas for 

Kant, these transcendental conditions are understood as conditions 
of possibility and related to a transcendental unity of apperception 
(a central identity, if not a thing), Deleuze wishes to avoid both of 

these structures.  The transcendental unity of apperception plays the 
SaIne role for Kant as God plays for other onto-theologies:  "Finite 

synthetic Self or divine analytic substance: it aInounts to the saIne 
thing. That is why the Man-God pennutations are so disappoint
ing, and do not advance Inatters one step" (DR 5 8 ) .  Silnilarly, the 
conditions given by the transcendental cannot be conditions of pos

sibility. Possibility once again operates according to analogy in that 
we understand a possible derivatively in the sanle tenns as actual 

substances, Inerely lacking existence: 

Every time we pose the question in terms of possible and real, we are forced 
to conceive of existence as a brute eruption, a pure act or leap which always 
occurs behind our backs and is subject to a law of all or nothing. What 
difference can there be between the existent and the non-existent if the 
non-existent is already possible, already included in the concept and hav
ing all the characteristics that the concept confers upon it as a possibility? 
(DR 2 1 I ) 

As such, possibility provides grounds (in Heidegger's terms) or 

hypotheses (in Deleuze's tenns) that install a being as the highest 

principle in our Inetaphysical systen1. In order to accOlnplish what 
Deleuze calls an "ungrounding," he does not follow Heidegger in 



Deleuze's philosophical heritage 3 47 

Inoving frOln the language of Inetaphysics to the language of poetry. 
Rather, he replaces the ground of a principle of sufficient reason 
with the unground of a "geOlnetry of sufficient reason" (DR I 62) .  
This reference to geOlnetry is significant, and points to an alter
native to the later poetics of being instituted by Heidegger.26 We 

have already seen how Deleuze argues that Heidegger is correct to 

eInphasize the ilnportance of the question in the developlnent of his 
philosophy. In the reahn of Inetaphysics, the iInpossibility of redu

cing the question to the structure of predicable being means that 
each philosopher poses a different question. For Deleuze, this struc

ture is also discovered in Inathelnatics, in the fonn of a distinction 
between problems and solutions.27 The paradigInatic exaInple of the 

relation between probielns and solutions is the differential calcu

lus .  Deleuze argues that Leibniz's calculus allows the expression of 
"probielns which could not hitherto be solved or, indeed, even posed 

(transcendent problelns)"  (DR 177 ) .  It allows us to talk about the 
rates of change of characteristics of bodies in the world, for instance, 

in a rigorous way siInply not possible before its institution. While 

it therefore generates a wholly new field of solutions, it does so on 

the basis of foundations that were themselves aporetic, and incap
able of  being coherently expressed within the mathematical lan
guage of the solution. There is thus a difference in kind between 

the problematic of the calculus, which is non-representable, and the 
solutions, which are representable, which Inirrors the ontological 

difference between being and beings. In this respect, Inodern math
ematical interpretations that give consistency to the foundations of 

the calculus do so only at the cost of covering over the problematic 
nature of its foundations: 

In a different manner, modern mathematics also leaves us in a state of 
antinomy, since the strict finite interpretation that it gives of the calculus 
nevertheless presupposes an axiom of infinity in the set theoretical founda
tion, even though this axiom finds no illustration in calculus . What is still 
missing is the extra"propositional or sub-representative element expressed 
in the Idea by the differential, precisely in the form of a problem. (DR 178 )  

Modern set-theoretic Inathelnatics is ,  therefore, for Deleuze, subject 
to a "natural illusion," whereby the representational and predicable 

nature of solutions are extended to the problematic itself, in effect 

once again reducing being to beings . 
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BADIO U  AND ONT O -T HEOLO G Y  

This trend to attelupt to escape frOlu onto-theology through n1ath
eluatics continues in the work of one of Deleuze's lUOSt significant 
critics to date: Alain Badiou. For Badiou, the central problelu of the 
luetaphysical tradition, "that in which philosophy is born and bur

ied, phoenix of its own philosophical consumption,"28 is the problelu 
of the one and the luany. Badiou's attempt to provide a novel solution 
to this dilelulua once again rests on advances in luatheluatics, and 

is also thoroughly intertwined with the problem of onto-theology. 

I began this chapter with a discussion of Aristotle's account of def
inition, but for Badiou, it is certain aporias discovered in set theory 

that provide the luotivation for his philosophy. In (naIve) set theory, 
class can be defined as a collection of entities that can be defined 
either enumeratively (by listing its luembers) or, luore normally, in 

terms of a property that all of its members share . A class is there
fore sOluething like a species, albeit without the explicit clailu that 

when we define a class we are defining the essence of the entities 

it contains. Now, the entities that a class ranges over are arbitrary, 
so there is no reason why we cannot have a class of classes. In fact, 

at the beginning of the twentieth century, it was believed that 

with sufficient ingenuity, the foundations of mathematics could be  

reduced solely to relations between classes, thus giving luathemat
ics the same intuitive consistency that was thought to be found in 

set theory. Bertrand Russell, however, showed that by relying purely 
on this basic conception of what a class is, it was possible to gener

ate an antinOluy: 

A class will be called "normal" if, and only if, it does not contain itself 
as a member; otherwise it will be called "non-normal." An example of a 
normal class is the class of mathematicians, for patently the class itself is 
not a mathematician and is therefore not a member of itself. An example 
of a non-normal class is the class of all thinkable things; for the class of 
all thinkable things is itself thinkable and is therefore a member of itself. 
Let "N" by definition stand for the class of all normal classes.  We ask 
whether N itself is a normal class. If N is normal, it is a member of itself 
(for by definition N contains all normal classes); but, in that case, N is non
normal, because by definition a class that contains itself as a member is 
non-normal. On the other hand, if N is non-normal, it is a member of itself 
(by definition of "non-norrnal" ); but, in that case, N is normal, because by 
definition the members of N are normal classes. In short, N is normal if, 
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and only if, N is non-normal. It follows that the statement "N is normal" 
is both true and false.29 

The significance of this paradox is that if we allow classes to con
tain thelllseives, an antinOlny can be formulated within set theory_ 

The obvious solution to this problelll was to introduce rules to set 

theory preventing sets from referring to thelllseives, and Russell 
hilllsel£ developed what he called a theory of types which specified 
a hierarchy of sets with each set only able to refer to sets below it in 

the hierarchy. Here, however, we find a parallel with Aristotle's prob
lelll of definition, as we can no longer fornlulate a proposition that 

refers to all classes (as, at lllininlulll, the class making the assertion 
must be excluded) . The lllOSt we can do is make assertions about 
all classes at a particular level of the hierarchy of types. Moreover, 

Russell's solution to the problelll of universal assertions also mir
rors Aristotle's solution to the problelll of the highest genus. While 

Aristotle introduced the notion of analogy, Russell introduces a 
concept he calls systematic anlbiguity: 

It  will be seen that, according to the above hierarchy no statement can be 
made significantly about "all a functions" where a is some given object . .  , 
In some cases, we can see that some statement will hold of "all n-th order 
properties of a, " whatever value n may have . In such cases, no practical 
harm results from regarding the statement as about "all properties of a, " 

provided we remember that it is really a number of statements, and not a 
single statement which could be regarded as assigning another property 
to a, over and above all properties. Such cases will always involve some 
systematic ambiguity, such as that involved in the meaning of the word 
"truth," as explained above.3° 

In lllodern set theory we once again have a situation where the fail
ure to fonnulate a concept of totality forces a different kind of organ

ization of the lllOSt general concepts .  Once again, this organization 

involves seeing a variety of concepts as systematically related to 

one another in an analogous or paronymous fashion. 

For Badiou, in order to escape from the difficulties of positing an 

underlying unity we silnply need to affinll that "the one is not ."3 I 
That is, being is pure lllUltiplicity. Badiou's clailll is that while being 

is only encountered within a situation, being in its pure state is an 

"inconsistent multiplicity" which cannot be thought as a unity 

(understood as a class) .  That is, what makes it possible for being to be 
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presented to us is an operation perfonned on being that "counts as 
one" the multiplicity, unifying it under central concepts. For Badiou, 
therefore, ontological enquiry involves meeting two conditions: 

I .  The rnultiple frOln which ontology makes up its situation is 
cOlnposed solely of multiplicities .  There is no one. In other 

words, every rnultiple is a multiple of multiples. 

2 .  The count-as-one is no more than a systern of condi
tions through which the rnultiple can be recognized as 
multipleY 

The unity of the many emerges as a result of the operation of 

counting as one that is necessary to present being in a situation. 

Thus, it only appears that the object is cornposed of two moments:  
the unity of substance and the rnultiplicity of its properties. Badiou's 
claim is that in reality there is no contradiction between unity and 
multiplicity, because they are different in kind - while the rnultiple 

has genuine ontological status, unity is not a kind of being, but 
rather an operation perfonned on the multiple. In order for Badiou's 

approach to be coherent, therefore, it is necessary to provide an 

account of the rnultiple which does not present it in terms of unity. 

The idea of the multiple cannot sirnply be a fonn of nominalisrn 
of particulars devoid of universals, as in such a case, we still have 

the notion of unity, in the form of the elements that make it up. As 
Badiou notes, the impossibility of constructing a set of all sets with

out contradiction shows the limitation of the operation of "count 
as one." Such a set is '''too large' to be counted as a set in the same 

way as the others."33 Badiou labels Cantor's atternpt to think such 
sets a form of "onto-theology,"34 since to do so irnplies that the sarne 

kind of structure that applies to sets that are presented to us as 
unities applies to the multiple as such. If we were to do so, the mul

tiple would be understood in the same terms as beings, thus once 

again occluding the ontological difference between them. If we are 
to understand the rnultiple without counting "it " as one, we need a 

conception of multiplicity that is not "a multiple of this or that ."35 

In order to develop a theory of the rnultiple that cannot be totalized 
into an ultimate unity, nor analyzed into its fundarnental elern

ents, Badiou draws on the resources of a particular branch of set 
theory, Zermelo-Fraenkel (ZF) set theory. ZF set theory both pro

scribes the formulation of a set of all possible sets (totalization), and 
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the positing of atOlnic elelnents fron1 which sets are constructed (it 
deals solely with the relations between different sets) .  Badiou takes 

it to be the singular achievelnent of Inodern set theory to give us a 
consistent account of this kind of pure multiple, thus allowing phil
osophy to proceed beyond the aporias of classical thinking. Thus, by 

relying on set theory, Badiou is able to avoid reference to unity at the 

top of his hierarchy of tenns. Furthennore, rather than defining the 
Inultiple, which, as Aristotle showed, involves the subordination of 
a Inultiplicity to a central unity, set theory Inerely implies the def

inition of a multiplicity by specifying the conditions under which it 
can be constructed. As such, "the theory indicates, without defin

ition, that it does not speak of the one, and that all that it presents, 
in the implicitness of its rules, is multiple."36 For Badiou, therefore, 

axiomatics provides a real alternative to definition, with its reliance 
on unity. The axiOlns of set theory provide a Inodel for the constitu
tion of a hierarchy of sets without explicitly providing a definition 

of sets. By doing so, Badiou avoids the aporia that led to Aristotle's 

introduction of analogy. Baidou's solution to the problem is there

fore in a sense an augmented Kantianism. Unity is a condition of 

presentation, or of thinking the Inultiple, but it is not a condition of 

the multiple itself. We can, nonetheless, specify the Inultiple using 
procedures that go beyond presentation. This is the root of his clailn 

that "mathematics is ontology."37 

CONCLUS ION: T WO REGIMES OF MATHEMATICS 

Badiou believes that his emphasis on the radically multiple nature 

of being allows hiln to escape  the kind of onto-theology encountered 
both in the metaphysical tradition and in apologist interpretations 

of set theory itself. In presenting a metaphysics of the Inultiple, 
Badiou takes on a number of characteristics of Deleuze's own phil

osophy. First, Badiou accepts the need to think beyond the kind 
of onto-theology that dOlninates the metaphysical tradition.38 Thus 

for Badiou as well as Deleuze, Heidegger is a major influence, or at 
least constraint, on how metaphysics can be conducted. Second, 

both argue that the aporetic nature of classical lnetaphysics does 

not necessarily lead us to a rejection of Inetaphysics in its entir
ety, but rather to a refonnulation of how Inetaphysics is conducted. 

Both share what Badiou calls an "active indifference"39 to the end 
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of philosophy. Finally, both Inove to a philosophy of Inathelnat
ics in order to develop an alternative to the predicative Inodel of 
definition, and hence an alternative to analogy. It is on the basis 
of these shared values that Badiou criticizes Deleuze's approach 

to philosophy. Highlighting Deleuze's indebtedness to Heidegger, 
Badiou clailns that "the question posed by Deleuze is the question 
of Being. FrOln beginning to end, and under the constraint of innu

Inerable and fortuitous cases, his work is concerned with thinking 
thought (its act, its Inovement) on the basis of a precOlnprehension 
of Being as One."40 Badiou's fundamental complaint against Deleuze 

can be seen as the assertion that in spite of Deleuze's apparent 
rejection of onto-theology, the central notion of the probleln still 
retains the structure of unity, capable of giving rise to a Inultipli
city of distinct solutions .  As such, Deleuze's ontology preserves a 
fundalnental feature of the onto-theological legacy that can only be 
expurgated by a move to the kind of radical lnultiplicity put forward 

by BadiouY This leads Deleuze to privilege the virtual, as unity, at 
the expense of the actual, as multiplicity, generating a philosophy 

of dissolution into the One-All. We can see that this claim rests on 

two assumptions that misrepresent Deleuze's philosophical inten
tions, however. First, that in the equation, being/beings, Deleuze is 
only interested in the former of these two terms. In fact, as we have 

seen, Deleuze is concerned with ontological difference: the rela
tionship between being and beings . As such, a reduction of beings 
to being would efface difference itself. Second, Badiou ilnplicitly 

aSSUlnes that all unity is of the problernatic kind that we discover 

in onto-theology. In fact, what is problematic about this form of 
unity is its nature as a highest substance, as predicable. Deleuze's 

concern with the notion of a problelnatic is precisely that it is not 

structured in such a way that it can be understood as supporting 
properties .42 Once we relate Deleuze's Inetaphysics of the question 

to the Heideggerian constraints that both Badiou and Deleuze oper
ate under, we can see that any claim to the reduction of beings to 

being is unwarranted. 

While Badiou only began to gain influence as a philosopher 
towards the end of Deleuze's life, in his work with Guattari, What 
is Philosophy�, Deleuze provides the beginnings of a response to 
Badiou, claiming that "even mathelnatics has had enough of set

theoreticisln" (WP I52 ) .  Badiou's solution, in Deleuze's tenns, is 



Deleuze's philosophical heritage 3 5 3  

still caught in the problelnatic of onto-theology t o  the extent that it 
fails to realize a true difference in kind between the structures of 
states of affairs and the structure of that which gives rise to states 
of affairs: 

By starting from a neutralized base, the set, which indicates any multipli
city whatever, Badiou draws up a line that is single, although it may be very 
complex, on which [logical] functions and [philosophical] concepts will be 
spaced out . (WP I52 )  

Ultimately for Deleuze, Badiou's reduction of ontology to axiOlnatic 

Inathelnatics repeats the kind of error discovered in classical nleta
physics.  Despite the sophistication of Badiou's Inetaphysics, being 

is understood purely according to one category:  the set. As such, 
Badiou forestalls the possibility of any enquiry into the nature of 
ontological difference. 
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