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Pr eface
The Four Conceptual Features

The book you are about to read concerns early twentieth-century continental philosophy, that is, French and German philosophy from 1903,
the original publication date of Bergson’s “Introduction to Metaphysics,”
to 1966, the original publication date of Foucault’s “The Thought of the
Outside.” This book aims to be a general introduction to “continental philosophy.” It should enable one to study, with insight, not only the figures
covered here (Bergson, Freud, Husserl, early Heidegger, later Heidegger,
later Merleau-Ponty, and early Foucault), but also most of the central
texts written after the 1950s by Derrida, Deleuze, Deleuze and Guattari,
Foucault, Lacan, Levinas, Lyotard, Gadamer, and the so-called “French
feminists” such as Irigaray and Kristeva. Although one strain of European
thought has usually defined “continental philosophy,” that is, phenomenology (both its German and French versions)—and we shall spend a
significant amount of time discussing phenomenology—we shall consider
three other strains: Bergsonism, psychoanalysis, and then finally what is
commonly called “structuralism” (although we shall not use the word
“structuralism” below).
In a survey of early twentieth-century continental philosophy, more
could be said here; we could have included a discussion of “the Frankfurt school” (Adorno, for example), Levinas, or Sartre. These exclusions
indicate that there is an idiosyncratic reason for the selection of the
figures examined here. It seems to me that the specific figures selected
set up what I have called “the great French philosophy of the Sixties.”1
1. Leonard Lawlor, Thinking through French Philosophy: The Being of the Question
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003).
vii
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Therefore the book is laid out in a series of readings of specific texts (arranged chronologically by the original publication date of the texts). Each
chapter provides first what I am calling a “Summary-Commentary,” that
is, a relatively traditional and linear exposition of the text under consideration. But then second, each chapter provides an “Interpretation.”
While influenced by the readings Derrida, Deleuze, and Foucault (and
others) have provided of these figures, each “Interpretation” pushes to
the side their well-known criticisms: Derrida’s criticism of Husserl and
Heidegger, Deleuze’s criticism of phenomenology, Deleuze and Guattari’s
criticism of Freud, Foucault’s distancing himself from Bergson, Freud, and
Merleau-Ponty. Each “Interpretation” aims to take up a creative relation
to the text being considered and thereby produce a positive history of this
period. More precisely, by suppressing some ideas and exaggerating others, each chapter’s “Interpretation” attempts to assemble and systematize
the four conceptual features that animate “the great French philosophy
of the Sixties.” The four features are: (1) the starting point in immanence
(where immanence is understood first as internal, subjective experience,
but then, due to the universality of the epoché, immanence is understood
as ungrounded experience); (2) difference (where difference gives way to
multiplicity, itself emancipated from an absolute origin and an absolute
purpose; being so emancipated, multiplicity itself becomes the absolute);
(3) thought (where thought is understood as language liberated from the
constraints of logic, and language is understood solely in terms of its
own being, as indefinite continuous variation); and (4) the overcoming
of metaphysics (where metaphysics is understood as a mode of thinking
based in presence, and overcoming is understood as the passage to a new
mode of thought, a new people, and a new land). Through the phrase “the
overcoming of metaphysics,” the fourth feature in particular indicates the
central role that Heidegger plays in this book. It is Heidegger who shows,
in 1929, that we can understand thought only when we suspend its object,
when it is the thought of the nothing. It is Heidegger, in 1950, who shows
that “language is language”; he shows that, grounded in nothing but itself,
language opens out over an abyss, a void, an outside. It is Heidegger who
inspires Foucault’s title “The Thought of the Outside.” Therefore, this book
aims at demonstrating a movement from Bergson, through Freud, Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty, toward what Foucault, Derrida, and
Deleuze have called “the outside.” For “the great French philosophers of
the Sixties,” Derrida, Deleuze, and Foucault, the outside is conceived in
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two ways, which overlap and intersect. On the one hand, the outside is the
external as opposed to the internal; for example, the unconscious as opposed to consciousness. On the other, the outside is the difference between
oppositions such as the conscious and the unconscious, psychological
consciousness and transcendental consciousness, being and beings, the
visible and the invisible. In this sense, the “between” is a fold, a gap, a minuscule hiatus, “un écart infime” (MC: 351/OT: 340). The minuscule hiatus
joins as it disjoins events and repetitions; below the difference therefore a
multiplicity of traits swarms. We must not underestimate the importance
of this comment from Deleuze’s 1968 Difference and Repetition:
There is a crucial experience of difference and a corresponding experiment: every time we find ourselves confronted or bound by a limitation
or an opposition, we should ask what such a situation presupposes. It
presupposes a swarm of differences, a pluralism of free, wild or untamed
differences, a properly differential and original space and time, all of
which persist across the simplification of limitation and opposition.2

Or this one, ten years later, from Foucault’s 1978 course “Security, Territory, Population”:
Must intelligibility arise in no other way than through the search for the
one that splits into two or produces the two? Could we not, for example,
start not from the unity, and not even from [the] nature-state duality, but
from the multiplicity of extraordinarily diverse processes?3

Or finally, this one, more than twenty years later, from Derrida’s 2001
course “The Beast and the Sovereign”:
Every time one puts an oppositional limit in question, far from concluding that there is identity, we must on the contrary multiply attention to
differences, refine the analysis in a restructured field.4
2. Gilles Deleuze, Différence et répétition (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France,
1968), p. 71, English translation by Paul Patton as Difference and Repetition (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1994), p. 50.
3. Michel Foucault, Sécurité, Territoire, Population. Cours au Collège de France, 1977–
1978 (Paris: Hautes Études Gallimard Seuil, 2004), p. 244, English translation by
Graham Burchell as Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France,
1977–1978 (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), p. 238.
4. Jacques Derrida, Séminaire. La bête et le souverain. Volume I (2001–2002) (Paris:
Galilée, 2008), p. 36, English translation by Geoff Bennington as The Beast and the
Sovereign, Volume I (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), p. 16.
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Derrida and Foucault would call these untamed differences “a murmur”;
Deleuze says “clamor.” Thought—or philosophy—therefore consists in
listening to this clamoring murmur. Late in his career, in his 1984 “What Is
Enlightenment?” essay, Foucault laid out a project for philosophizing: “to
separate out, from the contingency that has made us what we are, the possibility of no longer being, doing, or thinking what we are, do, or think.”
He called this transformative project “the indefinite work of freedom.”
That the work of freedom is indefinite means that it is always incomplete,
that freedom is always still to come, that the work always raises further
questions. It is these further questions that define and drive, that must
drive, still today, what we call continental philosophy.
The fact that Derrida, Deleuze, and Foucault are no longer with us
should make us consider the condition of what we call “continental philosophy.” The immense popularity of the term cannot be denied, and
yet, as so many recent attempts have demonstrated, it seems virtually
undefinable. Or at best it is defined as a catchall phrase for all the kinds
of philosophy that analytic philosophy does not welcome, from mystical
discourse to race theory. At worst, it refers to the exposition of the ideas of
French and German philosophers, most of whom, like Derrida, Deleuze,
and Foucault, are now dead. What future can there be for continental
philosophy when it is nothing more than exposition? What future can
a hodgepodge of ideas have? Is it possible to determine something like a
project for continental philosophy? Early Twentieth-Century Continental
Philosophy attempts to answer this question. Indeed, the selection of the
figures discussed in this book arose from the attempt, my attempt, to conceive continental philosophy as a philosophical project (or a philosophical
research agenda). In other words, if it is true that the great diversity of
texts and authors usually associated with continental philosophy seems
not to constitute anything remotely like a tradition, then by selecting
certain philosophers (and not others) I am attempting to show that a tradition can be constituted. Early Twentieth-Century Continental Philosophy
argues that a continuous working out of an impulse unifies, at the least,
these philosophers. The impulse is an attempt to open up an experience
that makes us think, that transforms who we are. In this regard, Early
Twentieth-Century Continental Philosophy functions as a kind of “prequel” for my earlier Thinking through French Philosophy. Or, while Thinking through French Philosophy attempts to determine a “diffraction” of
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philosophical positions, Early Twentieth-Century Continental Philosophy
attempts to determine the “light” that is being diffracted. Early Twentieth-Century Continental Philosophy therefore is the reverse of Thinking
through French Philosophy. Yet whether we are concerned with the reverse
or obverse, the aim remains the same. This work aims at the renewal of
the impulse of twentieth-century continental philosophy for the future.
More modestly, however, in light of the feeling that the times, just since
the death of Derrida, have already changed—the recent past seeing at once
the re-emergence of naturalism and a call for a “return to Plato”—it aims
at preserving the memory (the potentiality) of this way of thinking, a way
of thinking that is paradoxical. We know we have come across continental
philosophy when we find a mode of thinking that always “repudiates easiness” (CENT: 1328/CM: 87).
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I n t roduct ion

Structure and Genesis of
Early Twentieth-Century Continental Philosophy

In order to define “continental philosophy” (and perhaps philosophy in
general), we must say, without any equivocation, that there is one and
only one driving question. The question is given to us by Heidegger, and,
in his book on Foucault, Deleuze calls this question “the arrow shot by
Heidegger, the arrow par excellence.”1 The driving question of continental
philosophy is the question of thinking: what is called or what calls for
thinking. Continental philosophy amounts to a kind of project, which
remains incomplete today, and perhaps like all great philosophical questions remains essentially incomplete. It is possible, however, to construct
four formulas that define continental philosophy, four formulas for the
structure that defines the kind of thinking that the phrase “continental
philosophy” designates. Here are the four formulas.2
1. What continental philosophy wants is a renewal of thinking.
2. Thinking happens in the moment.
3. The moment is the experience of the conditions of
experience.
4. Continental philosophy constantly moves back and forth
across a small step between metaphysical and abstract issues
and ethical or political and concrete issues.

1

2
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Structure in Four Formulas
Continental philosophy is paradoxical, because the very matter of thinking is paradox. The matter of thinking brings us to the first formula.
The first formula concerns what we might call the “project” of continental philosophy, what continental philosophy wants (as in desire, love, or
friendship, as in philo-sophia). What continental philosophy wants is a
renewal of thinking. In other words, it wants to think otherwise and in
new ways, and produce new ways of being. The renewal of thought implies
that continental philosophy does not consist in a justification of common
opinions. Instead, it concerns the transgression of common opinions. And
in this regard, while continental philosophy has deep affinities with the
tradition of transcendental philosophy, it breaks with it over the idea that
conditions of possibility are supposed to justify beliefs. This break can be
seen in all the philosophers associated with continental philosophy: the
anti-Platonism of Bergson, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Derrida, Deleuze,
and Foucault, for instance. It is important to recognize that thinking,
in these philosophers, is not an abstract endeavor. It always concerns
concrete situations; thinking occurs in action. Thinking happens to you,
and thus insofar as it happens to you, thinking, according to continental
philosophy, originates, as Freud showed, in the unconscious.3 The idea that
thinking happens to you implies that thinking is not a natural ability. It
occurs under the pressure of extreme experiences and experimentation.
Because thinking happens in an experience, continental philosophy is
always interested in the experience of death, madness, and blindness.
All of these experiences concern disorientation in time. Here continental
philosophy recalls Aristotle’s claim that all thinking begins with wonder.
A general way of defining thinking in continental philosophy is the following: Under the pressure of a concrete and extreme experience such as
blindness, a concrete experience that disorients time, thinking happens
as an event, an event in which something new, a work, a concept, a way
of life, is invented.
No one has gone farther than Deleuze in his 1968 Difference and Repetition to define what thinking is. Following Heidegger, Deleuze criticizes
Kant’s critical project. He criticizes Kant’s critical project because, according to Deleuze, Kant “copied” (décalqué: copied like a decal) the categories
of possible experience off common experiences, so that the categories are
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no more than the expression of common sense.4 The copying off of experience, for Deleuze, is especially evident in the second critique, The Critique
of Practical Reason, where the foundation or groundwork of morality is
copied off commonsense moral values. The problem with copying concepts off common sense, as Kant seems to do, is that it changes nothing; it
merely justifies common sense. Copying concepts off common sense turns
philosophy into an image with an original, a repetition of the identical,
with the result that philosophy creates no new differences or new concepts. We know we are dealing with common sense when someone says,
“everybody knows” or “they say.” For Deleuze, what “everybody knows”
refers to the belief that there is in everyone a natural capacity for thinking.
Here we need think only of Descartes, for whom what properly defines
us is thinking. Common sense means that what everyone has in common is thinking. To say that thinking is a natural faculty distributed to
everyone equally rests on an old saying: People are prepared to complain
of not having a good memory or of not being very imaginative, or not being able to hear well, but they always believe that they are smart and are
able to think. Everybody naturally thinks that everybody is supposed to
know implicitly what it means to think. The natural capacity for thinking
means not only that everyone has a talent for truth, but also that everyone
wants the truth. Deleuze calls these two aspects of the natural faculty of
thinking the rightness of thinking and the goodwill of the thinker, or,
more precisely, the natural faculty consists in common sense and good
sense.5 The natural capacity to think, to want the truth (good sense) and
to be able to get it (common sense), provides us with what Deleuze calls
“a natural image of thought”: an affinity with the truth and a desire for
the truth. With Kant again, philosophy starts with this natural image, as
if philosophical thinking were nothing more than a more sophisticated
version, a conceptualized version of this image.
When we speak of this natural thought, the model is, according to
Deleuze, recognition. Recognition is the harmony between a mental representation and the way things are. It is a relation of copying. So we should
note immediately how this word “re-cognition” resembles “re-petition”:
with recognition there is always the same and no difference. The model
of recognition implies that the only questions we ever ask are questions
like the following: Is this Frank or Richard? Is this a bird or a fish? If I
say “Frank” and it turns out to be Richard, then I have made a mistake,

4
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an error. But this error can be corrected, since there is a correct answer:
“It’s Richard.” If the model for all questions is one of recognition, then the
most difficult questions we can encounter are those that have an answer.
The model of recognition means that the actual model for questioning and
thinking is the schoolteacher, who asks students only questions to which
the teacher already knows the answer. We can wonder then if thinking
ever takes place in the classroom, if anything new is ever invented there.
According to Deleuze in Difference and Repetition, this mode of questioning maintains a hierarchy of parent-child; the student is treated like a child
and therefore controlled or, better, disciplined.6 Foucault showed in his
1975 Discipline and Punish that the technique of discipline practiced in
the classroom in the early nineteenth century will be imported into the
prisons by the end of the century.7 The prison then becomes more humane,
but also the prison becomes more efficient, more efficiently controlling
the behavior and thinking of the prisoners in the same way that children
are controlled in the classroom. In other words, and more generally, this
model of questioning based in re-cognition results in no liberation: the
answer the student gives must correspond to the answer that the teacher
already knows.
Now, in order to understand common sense, we started with the wellknown fact that people never complain about their ability to think, but
they do complain about having bad memories or of being unimaginative.
Deleuze asks, why should thinking be any different from these other faculties? Is it not the case that, in fact, humans think rarely, and more often
only under the impulse of shock? Do humans really possess a taste for
thinking from the start? Thinking, as I already indicated (but this claim is
true for all continental philosophy), begins only under a constraint, under
force, which breaks up the habits we have formed. So thinking, instead
of involving a “goodwill,” is based in ill will, even violence.8 The person
asking the question is not a teacher, but someone who is unpleasant and
angry; this person does not already know the answer to the question. This
person does not want a common opinion, an opinion that “everybody
knows.” This person says, “I don’t know what everybody knows.” But if we
take the model of recognition at the heart of the natural image of thought
as the model for philosophical thinking, then this model can only be the
model of right or correct belief. The Greek word for “belief” is “doxa,”
which also means opinion. Can such a model of common sense, belief,
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