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Difference and Givenness: Deleuze’s Transcendental Empiricism and 

the Ontology of Immanence by Levi R. Bryant 
 
 

Author’s Reply by Levi R. Bryant1 
 
 
At the outset I would like to say that I am profoundly grateful, and even overwhelmed, 
by the fine reviews of Difference and Givenness written by Mark Edward, Jeremy 
Dunham, and Nick Srnicek.  In the Preface to Difference and Repetition Deleuze 
writes, “[h]ow else can one write but of those things which one doesn’t know, or 
knows badly?  It is precisely there that we imagine having something to say.  We 
write only at the frontiers of our knowledge, at the border which separates our 
knowledge from our ignorance and transforms the one into the other” (xxi).  This, I 
believe, was certainly true of Difference and Givenness.  I do not think that I knew 
what it was that first attracted me to Deleuze, or why I chose to write a dissertation on 
his thought.  What was it that I was seeking?  What motivated me?  Why this 
fascination with Deleuze?  Today I am still unsure as there are many respects in which 
I feel distant from this book. 

As I look back in retrospect, I think that I was looking for a way out, for, to 
use the Deleuzian cliché, a line a flight.  Written in the late 90’s, Difference and 
Givenness found itself confronted with a particular academic situation, where 
“situation” should be understood in Badiou’s sense of the term.  On the one hand, 
philosophy departments in the United States were dominated by the primacy of 
phenomenology.  Here you could analyze the structure of lived experience-- though 
not really as that was a right only reserved from the French and Germans --or write 
commentaries on the great phenomenologists.  Nonetheless, phenomenology was 
restricted to the primacy of the human, whether in the form of Husserl’s cogito, 
Sartre’s nihilating consciousness, Heidegger’s Dasein, or Merleau-Ponty’s lived body.  
On the other hand, you could take the linguistic turn and analyze the manner in which 
language structured the world through the work of Derrida, Habermas, Lyotard, 
Wittgenstein, Foucault, Butler, and Gadamer.   

I played with all of these movements and was, at one time or another, an 
incarnation of all these movements.  However, evoking the title of Nietzsche’s book, 
all of them shared the common feature of being human, all too human.  In each case, 
being, the real, was to be thought in relation to the human, regardless of how split and 
alienation that human became.  Deleuze was alone among the Continental thinkers I 
encountered in truly articulating a metaphysics, entirely decoupled from the human.  I 
suppose, then, what I was searching for was, as Nick Srnicek notes, a realist 
metaphysics that was genuinely “anti-humanist” or decoupled from the primacy of the 
human.  It was not enough for such a metaphysics to split the subject through the play 
of the signifier, or to affirm the primacy of the body over the cogito.  No, as 
Meillassoux has recently remarked in his brilliant After Finitude, this metaphysic had 
to discover the “great outdoors” or being unshackled from anything remotely human.   
                                                 
1 Levi R. Bryant is Professor of Philosophy at Collin County Community College, Texas, USA. Email: 
lbryant@ccccd.edu. 
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It had to fulfil the Husserlian promise of genuinely getting at “the things themselves” 
and not simply the “things for-us”, and had to do so in a way that would open a space 
of thought independent of the signifier, the cultural, power, signs, and so on.  
However, unlike an eliminative materialism, it had to open a space of thought that 
would allow this new clearing for thought to make room for signs, the signifier, 
culture, and power.  In other words, it had to avoid the eliminative idealism of the 
phenomenological and linguistic turn, while also preserving the genuine insights of 
these philosophical developments.  Deleuze was the only thinker that did this. 

Yet, it wasn’t enough simply assert the existence of such a metaphysic.  In a 
move that now looks uncannily prescient in relation to certain philosophical 
developments surrounding the speculative realists, such a metaphysic first had to pass 
through Kant to articulate itself.  And if this was the case, then it was because Kant 
was the origin, the foundation, the ground, of the eliminative idealisms that came to 
dominate subsequent Continental thought.  The point here is not that all Continental 
thought endorses Kant’s particular philosophy.  Were we to distinguish between the 
spirit and the letter of Continental thought, subsequent Continental thought would 
clearly fall on the side of the spirit of Kant’s Copernican Revolution.  What was 
important was not whether or not objects conform to mind or mind to objects, but 
rather whether being conforms to the human, whether in the form of language, signs, 
Dasein, the lived body, power, social forces, or whatever else the thinker might dream 
up.  All of these hypotheses are, in one way or another, were “Copernican” in form.  
And so long as philosophy remains in this Copernican framework it necessarily 
remains at the level of epistemology, failing to genuinely reach a metaphysic or 
ontology.  One can protest all they like, but so long as questions of access maintain 
pride of place, so long as beings are shackled to the human in some manner, shape, or 
form, philosophy necessarily remains within the framework of eliminative idealism 
and is an apologist of doxa.  As both Plato and Deleuze observe, here philosophy fails 
to rise to its vocation of breaking with doxa. 

Nonetheless, philosophy requires arguments.  The Copernican argument, 
whether in its Kantian, Derridean, Lacanian, or phenomenological form is a 
compelling argument.  Supposing that we only have access to ourselves, supposing 
that what is immanent is our consciousness, language, signs, history, culture, and so 
on, the question arises of how it is possible to pass beyond this lobster trap of 
immanence to the transcendence of the real.  In presuming to speak of the things 
themselves, independent of the things for us, do we not fall into the worst sort of 
speculative dogmatism?  My hypothesis was that we must first pass through the 
Kantian hypothesis, the Kantian transcendental argument, to show how this Kantian 
wager, so convincing by founding itself on a foundation of immanence, was itself a 
form of speculative dogmatism.  To put the matter poorly, I set out to “deconstruct” 
the Copernican move from within, showing that we do not possess the immediacy to 
consciousness or the subject required for the Copernican strategy to effect itself.  If 
this could be shown, then it would have been demonstrated that the distinction 
between critical thought and dogmatic thought, between the transcendental project 
and the pre-critical project, was indiscernible.  Otherwise put, it would have been 
shown that the Copernican turn, common to all contemporary Continental thought, 
was based on a false premise about immanence.  In this respect, my strategy 
resembled Meillassoux’s strategy in After Finitude, where “correlationism” was to be 
exploded from within. 
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However, as Srnicek tacitly notes, I think Difference and Givenness goes astray in 
accepting the Parmenidean wager that being must be identical to thought.  The 
reasoning was as follows:  If being and thought are not identical, then 1) being is 
unthinkable by virtue of being infinitely transcendent to thought, and 2) there is 
something other than being, such that we encounter the question of how this other and 
its other can ever relate to one another.  Here I was responding to the thought of Hegel, 
Husserl, and Badiou.  In the case of Hegel it is necessary to establish the identity of 
substance and subject.  Husserl, without knowing it, takes Nietzsche’s critique of the 
distinction between the real and apparent world at its world and chooses the world of 
appearance as exhaustive of the domain of what is.  And finally Badiou takes up the 
Parmenidean torch, arguing that what is, must be thinkable if we are to establish true 
immanence.  If, then, we are to escape the eliminative idealism of Continental thought 
that would shackle all being to the human, I reasoned, then we must a) establish the 
identity of being and thought, and b) de-suture or decouple thought from the human.  
As a result, I arrived at a reading of Deleuze not unlike that of Plotinus’ neo-Platonic 
emanationism, or Schelling’s idealism.  The thesis was that it is not subjects or 
humans that think, but being itself that thinks and emanates being through the activity 
of its thought.  Given this, there would no longer be a distinction between being and 
thought, the rational and the intelligible, concepts and intuitions. 

Subsequently I have come to share Srnicek’s thesis that being must be de-
sutured from thought, but on very different grounds.  Where Srnicek adopts the 
eliminative materialist thesis that the “really real” or being consists of material and 
physical beings, thereby dooming himself to endless epistemological debates about 
how minds relate to objects and perpetually finding himself, like Ray Brassier, 
ensnared in questions of how the domain of thought is to be related to the domain of 
real beings, I have come to advocate the position of a flat ontology where all entities, 
be they entities of thought like signs or fictions, or physical entities like quarks and 
black holes, are to be placed on equal ontological footing.  In other words, the proper 
move is not the Parmenidean gesture of establishing the identity of thought and being, 
nor is it, as Brassier-Srnicek argues, that of de-suturing thought and being through the 
work of Laruelle.   

The proper move is an object-oriented ontology that places all entities on 
equal footing.  The question then shifts from that of how thought is capable of 
reaching a being that is infinitely transcendent to thought (Srnicek-Brassier-Laruelle), 
thereby continuing the modernist wager of a de-suturing of nature and society.  No, 
the question now becomes that of how heterogeneous, real entities, ranging from the 
material and physical, to the semiotic and fictional, form assemblages with one 
another as real entities.  It is here, not in reductive or scientistic-positivistic 
reductivism where we reach the true plane of immanence and reset the game of 
philosophy from the start, undermining the representational assumptions that have 
guided modernity.    Rather than the question of how one thing represents another 
thing, we instead investigate the manner in which assemblages are formed, between 
different entities.   

No longer do we fall into the facile sociobiology and neurological reductivism 
of the eliminative materialist crowd among the speculative realists.  Instead, we get to 
have our neurology and biology and our semiotics too, as a sign is every bit as much 
an object or a real entity as a neuron or a quark.  Here our ontology has become truly 
immanent, for just as little as we treat a child as less of a being because it issued from 
parents, just as little as we treat an ecosystem as unreal because it is governed by a  
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singular logos governed only by the relations of that system, do we treat subjects and 
signs as less real than quarks because they are dependent on particular systems of 
objects.  Rather than asking which object is the true object, we instead investigate, as 
Ian Bogost does, the relations among a host of objects ranging from the strictly 
material, to the technological, to the economic and semiotic, all placed on equal 
footing as differences that make a difference in the mess within which they participate.  
I owe these insights to my encounter with Graham Harman, without sharing all the 
details of his ontology. 

These remarks, I believe, begin to respond to Mark Edward’s cogent questions 
about politics.  So long as we remain at the level of an ontology that conceptualizes 
entities as either epiphenomenal products of a One-All as in the case of early Deleuze, 
are as constituted by their relations, it is difficult to imagine how a politics is possible.  
Here any agency is simply an effect of this “pre-individual” domain of being out of 
which it is actualized or individuated.  Everything changes, by contrast, when we 
theorize an object-oriented ontology, an onticology, wherein being is not a whole or a 
totality or a One or a system of relations, but rather composed of discrete objects of all 
sorts.  In the preface to Difference and Givenness, I claim that it is only possible to 
evaluate the work of Deleuze and Guattari, by first investigating Deleuze’s 
independent work.  What is it that we witness between Deleuze’s early work and his 
collaborative work with Guattari?  We witness a shift from a suffocating holism 
where vertical being reigns supreme in the movement from the virtual whole to 
epiphenomenal actualizations.  In the later work with Guattari, we encounter an 
ontology of discrete objects and assemblages.  If politics is to be possible, if there is to 
be agency, it will only be in a system where entities are granted full autonomy and are 
not simple epiphenomena of a virtual Spinozist One-All. 
 
 
 


