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The Fractured Subject: Deleuze’s Response to Kant’s Paralogisms 

 

Abstract: I offer an interpretation of Gilles Deleuze’s claim that the cognitive subject is 

fundamentally fractured, drawing on his response to Kant’s Transcendental Deduction and 

Paralogisms. Deleuze accepts Kant’s claims that (1) our judgments result from the 

understanding’s activity, and (2) cognition is dependent on sensibility, the form of which cannot 

be deduced from the understanding. Consequently, Deleuze accepts Kant’s conclusion that the I 

as knowable through experience cannot be identified with (or is fractured from) the thinking I. 

Finally, I show that, against Kant, Deleuze claims that this fracture is conceptually prior to the 

unity provided by the thinking I. 

 

 

 One of the most prominent themes within 20th Century French philosophy was that of the 

fractured or split subject. Philosophers differed over what fractured the subject (the unconscious? 

language? power?), over the nature of the fracture, and over the nature of the subject that is so 

fractured. But they agreed in general that the idea of a fractured subject is conceptually prior to 

the idea of a unified and coherent subject. 

 In this essay, I offer an interpretation of Gilles Deleuze’s account of the fractured subject. 

I do so by focusing on Deleuze’s response to Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Deleuze both 

praises and criticizes Kant for his account of the thinking being. I show that he is more Kantian 

than is typically recognized (by, e.g., Delanda 2002, Bryant 2008, Williams 2011, or Rölli 2016). 

In particular, he accepts Kant’s claims that (1) our judgments are the result of the spontaneous 

exercise of the understanding (the thinking I), and that (2) cognition is dependent on our 

sensibility, the form of which cannot be deduced from the understanding. Further, by making 

precise where he departs from Kant, in the claim that the idea of a fractured subject is prior to the 

idea of a coherent subject, I clarify the philosophical significance of Deleuze’s idea of a fractured 

subject.i 
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§1 

 Before diving into an intricate discussion of the relation between Kant and Deleuze, it 

might help to introduce a preliminary account of what is meant by ‘fractured subject’. This 

account will need to be made more precise, and the picture it presents will need to be justified in 

what follows. It is also important to keep in mind that, according to Deleuze, Kant accepts that 

the subject is fractured, though for him the concept of a fractured subject is logically posterior to 

the concept of a unified subject. So, what I say in this section will be accepted by both Kant and 

Deleuze (according to Deleuze); I will explain where they differ in §7.  

 The claim that the subject is fractured is a claim about the relation between the I insofar 

as it thinks and the I insofar as it exists. We can put the point about the relation between the 

thinking I and the existing I in terms of the sciences that study the two relata. As classically 

understood, logic is an account of the nature of thinking, and so an account of the nature of the 

thinking I. Psychology, on the other hand, is an account of the nature of the soul, or the subject 

as an existing I. The claim that the subject is fractured is the claim that the science of logic and 

the science of psychology must be irreducibly different from one another. 

 This claim may sound either uninteresting or obvious: after all, a hallmark of twentieth 

century philosophy was to purify logic from psychology, thereby separating the two sciences. 

This was a theme throughout much of Husserl’s work.ii To get at what’s interesting in the theme 

of the fractured subject, it will help to contrast it with a version of the claim that logic and 

psychology are different where that claim does not entail any fracture in the subject. An example 

of this view is Frege’s account of the relation between logic and psychology. 

 As Frege understood it, logic is the most general science, the science of thinking truly 

about what is in general. So described, he claims, logic is a set of rules that ought to govern us 
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when we judge, no matter what we judge about.iii But these rules do not determine the nature of 

our thinking – they set norms for how we should think, but do not define a standard that is 

internal to or definitive of our thinking. Precisely not, Frege thinks: to say that logic governs how 

we do think, that it determines the nature of our thinking activity as such, would be to turn logic 

into psychology and thereby vitiate its purity as an a priori science of the laws of truth.iv 

 In contrast, the claim that logic and psychology are irreducible to one another that 

emerges from an account of the fractured subject accepts the traditional characterization of logic 

as determining the nature of our activity of thinking. This follows from Kant’s claim (examined 

in §2) that any combination of representations has its source in the activity of the I think. So, for 

instance, the rules for combining judgments to form inferences flow from the nature of the 

activity of thinking. Those rules are not mere norms on how we should think if we wish to reach 

the truth – they define the activity of thinking itself, determine it in its nature.v 

 And yet, according to the claim that the subject is fractured, logic does not become one 

with psychology. To say that logic is not identical with psychology, in this context, is to say that 

an account of the activity of thinking is not identical with an account of the nature of my soul 

(insofar as I can have knowledge of my soul). It thus threatens the unity of the human: there is a 

gap between our rationality and our nature as an existing being. This, then, is the interest in the 

theme of the fractured subject: as I will argue, Deleuze grants that, in our nature, we are 

determined by the laws of logic and by the laws of psychology, and nevertheless asserts that 

these two laws are irreducibly different from one another. How can we make sense of the unity 

of the subject if it is governed by irreducibly different laws? 

 To make the idea of the fractured subject more concrete, it may help to introduce an 

example. Deleuze talks about the fracture in terms of the existing subject receiving the 
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spontaneity of thought, such that its thinking appears to it as the thinking of ‘an Other’.vi This 

might suggest that we can make sense of his claim through an example of self-alienation. 

Perhaps I obsessively think that I will die in a car accident. I might know the statistics, know that 

I am not in any particular danger of dying in that fashion, and in general have the attitude that I 

should not worry so much about unlikely accidents. But I keep on having the thought even 

though I know that the thought is unjustified. So, there is a sense in which I do not experience 

the judgment as coming from me, from my spontaneity: rather, I experience the judgment as 

given to me. Despite being my judgment, it has the aspect of being the judgment of another. 

 I contend that focusing on a case of self-alienation is not a good way to interpret 

Deleuze’s claim. For a case of self-alienation seems to be in some way defective or derivative, 

perhaps quite frequent but not logically fundamental.vii And, indeed, the case of the obsessive 

thought just mentioned is not regarded by the one who experiences it as logically fundamental: it 

is represented as in some fashion recalcitrant to the reasoning that normally governs our 

judgments, and at least normally a person afflicted by this thought would form the goal of 

returning to a state in which reasoning would govern such judgments. 

 So, rather than focusing on an example of self-alienation, consider instead any normal, 

non-alienated judgment. For instance, consider my judgment that Sears Tower is on S. Wacker 

Drive. When I adopt the posture of forming the judgment, or determining its truth, I am 

exercising my capacity to think. My activity is not, however, part of the content of the judgment. 

 Having made this judgment, I can reflect on it as a determination of what Kant calls 

‘inner sense’, or as a determination of me. For instance, I can ask why I picked out that building 

among all the other buildings. I can also ask why I picked it out as Sears tower and not Willis 

Tower. In a second judgment I might note that I cannot stop thinking of that tower as Sears 
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Tower, even though I know it is now called Willis Tower. In forming this second judgment, I 

regard the first judgment ‘receptively’, or as given to me, something there to be used as evidence 

for making judgments about myself (a data point). I do not regard the first judgment as a 

commitment that needs to be sustained or abandoned. 

 The first judgment, then, does say something about me, but my act of apprehending this 

is distinct from that initial judgment. And we can note this distinction in terms of the posture or 

stance that I take towards the judgment. When I apprehend the judgment as bearing on me, I do 

not take up my judgment spontaneously, as a commitment to be sustained or abandoned. We will 

see that taking it up spontaneously is the logically fundamental character of something’s being 

my judgment (at least according to Kant and Deleuze). Give that, it seems reasonable to say that I 

receive my judgment as the judgment of someone else. Insofar as I am the existing subject, 

studied by psychology, it is ‘an Other’ who thinks in me. 

 As the example makes plain, the Other who performs the judgment is still myself: I am 

not under the illusion that my friend Sam made the judgment. But according to the claim that the 

subject is fractured, I cannot ever simply identify the spontaneous, thinking I with the I that is 

determined by the initial judgment.  

 As spontaneous, I make a judgment because it is true and in taking it to be true – here I 

am determined by the laws of judging, logic. Perhaps there is some psychological explanation for 

why humans tend to use outdated names. I do not know that explanation, or at least I need not 

know it in making the judgment, and it has no bearing on the truth of my judgment. And so it has 

no explanatory purchase on my activity, on why I judge as I do, on me as a judger.viii But, of 

course, it is explanatorily relevant to my psychological nature, and I can learn a lot about my 

nature in that sense from such explanations. That the psychological story is explanatorily 
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relevant to one I (call it ‘the existing I’) and explanatorily irrelevant to the other I (the thinking I) 

may serve as an illustration of what it means to say that the subject is fractured. 

 

§2 

 With that initial characterization in place, I will turn to build up a more precise account of 

the fractured subject. I will begin with an account of Kant’s argument in favor of thinking that 

the fundamental characterization of judgment is that it is spontaneous. (In §3 I show that Deleuze 

agrees with Kant on this point.) 

 Kant’s focus is on the cognitive subject, in particular the faculties that we possess in 

virtue of which we can have knowledge of the world. For our purposes, the faculty to focus on in 

the first instance is Kant’s conception of the understanding, the paradigmatic exercise of which is 

in judgment (cf. A69/B94). The judgments on which Kant is focused in the Critique of Pure 

Reason are theoretical, which means that we determine objects through these judgments without 

thereby causing the objects to exist – the objects we form theoretical judgments about are there 

anyway, whatever we judge about them, and must be given to us in order for us to know them 

(cf. Bix-x). Or, in short, theoretical knowledge is of what is existentially independent of such 

knowledge. So, for example, the tree is there whether I know it or not, and my theoretical 

knowledge does not cause any trees to exist. It follows that there is an aspect of receptivity (of 

the ability to be given a manifold) in theoretical knowledge (cf. A19/B33). 

 The involvement of the understanding, however, also has an active aspect. According to 

Kant, all theoretical judgment is a result of the activity of the understanding. Consider, for 

instance, my judgment that the fall is over three hundred feet. I judge that the fall is over three 

hundred feet because I take it that it is. My judging is not there anyway, irrespective of what I 
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take to be true; it is dependent upon my taking it to be true. If you convinced me that I did not 

have good reasons for the judgment, then I would cease judging it, and the judgment would cease 

to be. Consequently, though the object judged about within theoretical cognition is not made 

actual by the understanding, the judgment itself is. This means that the judgment is not given to 

the understanding; rather, it is the result of the activity of the understanding. 

 Kant argues that the understanding must be active in judgment at the beginning of the B-

Deduction: ‘all combination… is an action of the understanding’ (B130; cf. A103). To 

understand his argument we have to make two preliminary points. First, we have to distinguish 

between the combination of representations effected by the understanding and what is 

represented as combined: my representation of the fall and my representation of its height are 

combined in my judgment, but that combination is not identical to the fall’s being over three 

hundred feet. For the fall is over three hundred feet whether I form the combination or not (the 

aspect of givenness). Second, the combination of representations is a representation of the 

component representations as combined in the object: that is, in my judgment, I represent the fall 

and I represent a height, and the judgment is a combination of those representations such that it 

represents the fall as having that height. 

 Having made these points, we can now ask whether the combination of representations 

can be something given, a feature of some representation or some object that is existentially 

independent of my representation of it. Perhaps, for instance, my representation of the fall and of 

the height can have the property of being combined, such that that property obtains whether or 

not I represent it. We might think of this as a kind of association of representations: my 

representation of the fall is associated with my representation of a certain height, such that when 

I have the first representation I also have the second. On reflection, I can then represent this 
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association, and thereby represent a combination of my representations. But the actual 

combination is given to me, not the result of the activity of the understanding. What is wrong 

with this proposal? 

 On the associationist proposal, what I represent is a combination of my representations: I 

note that my representation of the fall is associated with (and so, in a sense, combined with) my 

representation of a certain height. But I do not represent that combination as having anything to 

do with the object I am supposed to be judging about. That is, my representation of the 

combination is a representation of something about me and my associative dispositions. We 

might formulate it as: I am so disposed as to represent a certain height whenever I represent that 

fall. This is not a representation of the fall as having a certain height. The proposal thus fails to 

satisfy the second feature mentioned above, that my representation of combination be a 

representation of that combination ‘in the object,’ as Kant puts it (B130). 

 The associationist proposal fails because it separates the combination of representations 

and the representation of that combination: the combination obtains whether or not we represent 

it. Consequently, our representation of that combination is a representation of something about 

us, about our dispositions, and not about the object represented by the component representations 

(of the fall and of the height).ix It follows that to correct the associationist proposal we must 

identify the act of representing the combination with the act of combining the representations, so 

that it is not an act that represents an antecedently given combination. The antecedently effected 

combination ‘gets in the way’ of my representing that combination as a combination in the 

object, and so we must eschew it.x So, the combination of representations must have its source in 

or flow from the activity of representing it (cf. B130). It cannot be given, since it cannot exist 

independently of our representation of it.  
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§3 

 The interpretation I have just offered of Kant is controversial. Some Kant scholars 

contend, against it, that there is some form of combination (or, at last, of a united manifold of 

representations) that sensibility itself is responsible for (without the contribution of the 

understanding). The views of these scholars would thus justify us in talking about a kind of a 

passive synthesis in Kant.xi In the present essay, what matters is less who has accurately 

interpreted Kant and more which interpretation is in line with Deleuze’s. For Deleuze himself, as 

we will see, invokes the idea of a passive synthesis, and the key question is whether in doing so 

he mean to draw upon something already in Kant. 

 I will argue that Deleuze understood Kant to be opposed to the idea of a passive 

synthesis. Indeed, more than that, I want to show that Deleuze accepts Kant’s criticism of the 

associationist proposal, and so of a certain kind of passive synthesis, and that this is crucial to 

understand Deleuze’s own idea of a passive synthesis (cf. §7). 

 I will cite two pieces of evidence that Deleuze accepts Kant’s criticism of the 

associationist proposal. The first piece of evidence comes in his discussion of Hume’s 

associationism in his early book on Hume. There he describes Kant’s response to Hume in terms 

of explaining the possibility of our representations being about objects, the same problem 

described above. So, he writes,  

If the given is not submitted [soumis] itself and initially to the principles of the 

same kind [genre] as those that rule the connection [liaison] of representations for 

an empirical subject, the subject could never encounter this agreement, except in 

an absolutely accidental manner… For Kant, it is necessary to reverse the 

problem, bringing back the given to the subject, conceiving the agreement as an 

agreement of the given with the subject. Why? Because the given is not a thing in 

itself, but rather a whole [ensemble] of phenomena, a whole which can be 

presented as a nature only by an a priori synthesis… (Deleuze 1991: 125/111).xii 
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Hume (on Deleuze’s reading) is a dualist for whom the rules that determine nature and the rules 

that determine the subject are isolated from or conceptually independent of one another. In 

response, Kant argues that this renders it impossible to explain how the subject can represent 

objects (what Deleuze refers to in the passage as ‘the given’). That is, if the subject does succeed 

in representing the given, that will be an ‘absolute accident,’ and so without any explanation or 

ground. The challenge that Kant raises for Hume, then, is of explaining the objective purport of 

our representations, an objective purport presupposed by Hume’s associationist principles (cf. 

Deleuze 1991: 123/109). And Kant’s own explanation of that objective purport appeals to an a 

priori synthesis that comes from the subject but applies to the given in such a fashion that the 

given is essentially for the subject (‘phenomenon’) and thereby becomes nature. So, on 

Deleuze’s reading of Kant, the given is originally determined by the synthesis of the subject. 

Because the rules that govern this synthesis govern both our representations and nature itself, 

Kant can explain how we can represent what is given to us. 

 This passage suggests that Deleuze has in view Kant’s general argument against 

associationism. But in the passage he does not describe the a priori synthesis as being effected 

by the understanding in particular, and so this passage leaves room for thinking that the synthesis 

is one performed by sensibility. But we can see that Deleuze does not interpret Kant in this way 

from the second piece of evidence, in which he argues against Sartre’s explanation of the unity 

of consciousness in Sartre’s early essay ‘The Transcendence of the Ego’.  

 There Sartre claims that the unity of different consciousnesses stems from the unity of 

what they represent such that there is no longer any need for ‘a transcendental I’ to unify ‘all my 

perceptions and all my thoughts’ (Sartre 2004: 3-4). On the basis of noting that consciousness 

needs no synthetic power, Sartre concludes that consciousness itself is absolute and that the I or 
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the Ego is explained in terms of the nature of consciousness, and not the reverse (cf. Sartre 2004: 

4-5, 9).  

 In the Logic of Sense, Deleuze objects to this by noting that ‘A consciousness is nothing 

without synthesis of unification, but there is no synthesis of unification of consciousness without 

the form of the I…’ (Deleuze 1990: 124/102; cf. also 128/105). That is, the unity of 

consciousness, as it is present in different perceptions and thoughts, cannot be provided for by 

the object that transcends consciousness – it must be provided for by a synthetic activity of 

consciousness itself. As Deleuze’s language makes plain, he means to agree with Kant that any 

conscious representation of an object is dependent upon the I’s power to combine different 

representations of that same object with one another, thereby giving unity in one stroke to both 

itself and its object. This entails that there is no consciousness, and so no object present to 

consciousness, without the activity of the I. And that makes it plain that the a priori synthesis he 

refers to in his book on Hume is performed by the understanding. It follows that he not only 

rejects the associationist proposal (a version of which he clearly finds in Sartre’s early essay), but 

also that he does so on the ground that all combination in the object must come from the 

understanding.xiii 

 

§4 

 With that, I will turn to Kant’s claim, in the Paralogisms, that there can be no contentful a 

priori science of the subject as it is in itself. Deleuze understands Kant’s argument in the 

Paralogisms to entail the conceptual priority of the fractured subject, though this is a conclusion 

that he recognizes Kant would deny. Hence, getting in view Kant’s argument in the Paralogisms 
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will help set the stage for the debate between them about how best to understand its implications 

for the unity of the subject. 

 The activity of the understanding, Kant thinks, lies in combining representations. 

Originally the understanding contains no manifold of representations to combine (cf. B135). It 

gets the manifold from the deliverances of sensibility. Kant thinks, for reasons we will not 

explore in this essay, that any knowledge we acquire by combining a manifold given to us in 

sensibility is knowledge of how things appear and not knowledge of how things are in 

themselves. This idea makes up Kant’s transcendental idealism. It also frames the argument of 

the Paralogisms: because the understanding can only combine, and so arrive at theoretical 

knowledge, where it is given a manifold to combine, there can be no knowledge of things in 

themselves and, in particular, no knowledge of the nature of the subject as it is in itself. The 

results of the Deduction, Kant thinks, entail that we have no contentful knowledge of the 

understanding in itself. As he puts it, the I is ‘simple and in content for itself wholly empty’ such 

that it is not even ‘a concept, but a mere consciousness that accompanies every concept’ (A345-

6/B404). I want now to briefly explain why he draws this conclusion. 

 To have knowledge of some subject matter generally requires that we determine it, or that 

we ascribe predicates to it. So, for instance, we might inquire about whether the I is simple or 

complex – in this inquiry, we are seeking to justify judgments with the I serving as the subject 

concept and simple or complex serving as the predicate concept. To have knowledge of the I 

would be, for instance, to know that the I is simple. What does Kant think is wrong with the idea 

of such knowledge? 

 According to Kant, the thinking I is the form of any concept: that is, any concept, just in 

being a concept, has in common with every other concept that it is thinkable, or that the I think 
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can be appended to it. That means (Kant claims) that just in representing the predicate of any 

judgment, we already represent the I. So, just in representing the predicate simple we represent 

the I (and likewise in representing the predicate complex). But that means that we cannot truly 

form the judgment: The I is simple. That judgment is ill-formed in that the proper unity of the I 

and simplicity is already contained in the predicate simple, such that we cannot separate out our 

consciousness of the I from our consciousness of simplicity so as to predicate the latter of the 

former. Or, as Kant puts it,   

Through this I, or He, or It (the thing), which thinks, nothing further is 

represented than a transcendental subject of thoughts = x, which is recognized 

only through the thoughts that are its predicates, and about which, in abstraction, 

we can never have even the least concept; because of which we therefore turn in a 

constant circle, since we must always already avail ourselves of the representation 

of it at all times in order to judge anything about it (A346/B404). 

 

To see the force of this argument, it is helpful to distinguish the case of ‘The I is simple’ from 

two other well-formed judgments that are apparently similar to it. 

 Consider first the judgment that some figures are triangles. If we analyze the predicate of 

this judgment, we see that it too contains the subject of the judgment – i.e., it is analytic that a 

triangle is a certain sort of figure. We can analyze this predicate and find a concept that does not 

already contain the subject concept, e.g. three-sided or three touching line-segments, and then 

predicate that of the subject concept. However, there is no such analogous operation with the 

judgment that the I is simple: there is no way of taking apart the concept simple such that we 

arrive at a component concept that does not already contain the I. And the same point holds for 

every concept – we are constantly returning again and again to a concept that already contains 

the I.  

 To use the traditional terms, to form a more determinate concept (a species) we must be 

able to add a differentia to the genus concept. The differentia added to the genus cannot already 
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contain that genus: if it did, then adding the differentia to the genus would only yield the 

differentia again (and not the species). But there can be no differentia that does not contain the I, 

and so the only result of adding the differentia to the I will be the differentia yet again.xiv  

 Next consider the judgment that some chairs have backs. In this case, as in our case (the I 

is simple), we can think the subject without thinking the predicate. Thus, in this case as in our 

case, there is a sense in which the predicate further determines the subject. But in this case, as 

against ours, the representation of the subject distinguishes a particular object: that is, we pick 

out something determinate (some kind of object) when we represent something as a chair, but we 

pick out nothing determinate when we represent something as thinkable (which is what ‘the I’, as 

a mere consciousness that can accompany every concept, means). For everything is thinkable. 

Consequently, the further determination in our case is not a way of having knowledge of 

something, the I, which is like a chair in that it distinguishes a particular kind of object. And so 

we can have no knowledge of the I as it is in itself. To be sure, we can indeed have knowledge of 

objects, and in having that knowledge we further determine the I. But those further 

determinations are not further determinations of the I as an object, and so they do not yield the 

kind of knowledge that we were inquiring about. 

 So far, then, we have explored two of Kant’s claims about the nature of the I. First, it is 

active in that it is the source of the combination of its representations. It must be this source in 

order to represent the combination as a combination in the object, and so in order to have 

theoretical knowledge of the world. And, second, we cannot know the I as it is in itself. Any such 

knowledge would require that the I is the source not just of the combination of a manifold of 

representations but also of that manifold itself, and that is not something of which the I is 

capable. With that I turn to Deleuze’s account of Kant’s argument in the Paralogisms. 
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§5 

 Deleuze makes two points about Kant’s Paralogisms worth noting. First, he claims that 

we can only grasp the thinking I and the existing I (the I insofar as we can know it through 

sensibility) by grasping their relation to each other. This point might surprise. For we might have 

thought that all we need to do is ‘add’ time as the form of inner sense to our already established 

account of the thinking I to arrive at the I insofar as we can know it. But Deleuze claims that we 

can only make sense of the thinking I at all by relating it to sensibility. (Similarly, but less 

importantly for our purposes, we can only understand the existing I in its connection to the 

thinking I.) In this sense, the terminology of ‘adding’ is misleading (as Deleuze explicitly notes: 

cf. Deleuze 1994: 117/86). We cannot first grasp the thinking I by itself; to grasp the thinking I 

requires already having ‘added’ some form of sensibility to it. 

 Second, he claims that we cannot know the form of sensibility simply through reflection 

on the thinking I: in Kantian terms, analyze the understanding as much as you like, and you will 

not arrive at an account of our particular forms of sensibility. Per the first point, we must know 

that the thinking I, or the understanding, is dependent on some form of sensibility. But we cannot 

know, simply from an account of the thinking I, what that form of sensibility is. We can only 

know the nature of the I insofar as it is a temporal being, but we cannot know that the I must be 

temporal from a reflection on the thinking I alone (cf. Deleuze 1994: 116/86).xv 

 With that, we are prepared to make sense of Deleuze’s agreement with Kant: we cannot 

directly connect the thinking I to the existing I; we must rather appeal to a form in which the 

existing I can be determined. Only under this condition can we know that the existing I is 

determined by its thinking nature. He writes, 
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[M]y undetermined existence could only be determined in time, as the existence 

of a phenomenon, passively or receptively appearing in time. So that the 

spontaneity of which I am conscious in the I think could not be understood as the 

attribute of a substantial and spontaneous being, but only as the affection of a 

passive me that feels that its own thoughts, its own intelligence (by which it says I 

[JE]) are exercised in it and on it, not by it (Deleuze 1994: 116/86). 

 

As we saw in §4, we can only know the thinking I (like any other subject matter) through being 

given a manifold that the understanding can then combine. The only way we can be given a 

manifold is through sensibility, which must have its own form. So, it is only on the basis of this 

form that we can determine the I as a knowable, existing object.  

 Recall the description in §1 of what it means to receive one’s own thinking: I 

(spontaneously) form a judgment about something or other. I can then reflect on that judgement 

and its relation to me: what does the fact that I made that judgment mean about me? In this 

reflection, I regard the judgment as given to me such that the ‘me’ receives the judgment which 

the I spontaneously performs. What we have seen now is that this account turns on the 

impossibility of knowing the nature of the thinking I as an object from spontaneity alone. We can 

only know the nature of the thinking I insofar as the thinking I is connected to a form of 

sensibility, a form that cannot be deduced from the nature of the thinking I alone. 

 

§6 

 The account of the passive self in the previous section suggests an account of the 

fractured subject. The fracture is between the I think and the I am. Most simply, the thinking I is 

not by itself restricted to the temporal, and so it cannot simply be identified with the I that exists 

in time. So, the thinking I and the existing I must be different from one another. 

 A difference, however, does not entail a fracture. Perhaps we cannot identify the 

characterization of someone as a thinker with the characterization of a temporal existent. But that 
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might only be because the latter characterization brings in additional characteristics not 

contained in the former characterization; it is not because the two are in any sense incompatible 

or at odds with one another. To note that the thinking being is temporal might merely further 

specify it, not fracture it. 

 The appeal of this thought is heightened if we reflect on the fact that Kant thinks there is 

a fracture, or that we cannot identify the two I’s, only because of his transcendental idealism. It is 

because any knowledge we have through sensibility is just as such turned into knowledge of 

appearances and not knowledge of how things are in themselves that we cannot identify the 

thinking I with the existing I. But Deleuze is not a transcendental idealist, and so cannot explain 

the fracture by this route. So, it seems, we will need to look for a different way of securing the 

fracture than what we have noted so far. 

 Normally when we talk about further specifications we assume that the initial unspecified 

characterization still serves as a determination of the object. So, for instance, the concept triangle 

already determines a kind of object. When we then further determine it as a right-angled triangle, 

we do not fracture that original object because we can recognize the same object (a triangle) in 

the more determinate characterization. But in the present case there is no initially determined 

object to be further determined. For the thinking I does not determine a particular kind of being 

(recall the argument of §4). And so we are not dealing with a normal kind of specification. In 

particular, we lack a reference to the undetermined object (the thinking I as object) which 

remains the same as it is specified. 

 The thinking I does not determine an object at all. But the existing I is an object. It is this 

distinction which gives rise to the fracture. For we cannot understand the thinking I to be any 

kind of object, and so we cannot understand it to be merely a less specified account of the very 
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same thing as the existing I. What does service for transcendental idealism in the argument that 

Deleuze takes from Kant, then, is the emptiness of the thinking I.  

 We can put this point in terms of the example from §1: my consciousness of myself in 

judging that Sears Tower is on S. Wacker Drive is not a consciousness of some object that 

figures as part of the content of my judgment. But in wondering why I can never remember to 

call it Willis Tower, I do figure as an object in the content of my judgment. There can be nothing 

analogous to this division in a case of specification, for what is less specific must already be able 

to be part of the content of my judgment. And, as noted in §4, due to its emptiness the thinking I 

cannot serve as the content of a judgment. 

 

§7 

 We now have an account of the fracture. We do not yet have an account of what it means 

for that fracture to be conceptually fundamental, prior to the idea of a coherent subject. Providing 

that account is the task of this section. In doing so, I will articulate the point at which Deleuze 

diverges from Kant. 

 According to Kant and Deleuze, the subject is fractured in this sense: the thinking I, as a 

capacity to know that is dependent upon being given what it knows from elsewhere, is unable to 

determine its nature as a particular kind of being. And yet, nevertheless, it must determine its 

nature as a thinking being. To do so, it requires the intervention of a form of receptivity, time. 

This enables the thinking I to determine the existing I, but in such a fashion that we cannot 

identify the thinking I with the existing I: we cannot know these to be the same being. The 

science of logic, as the science of the nature of thinking, is fractured from the science of 
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psychology, as the science of the nature of the thinking being. We cannot identify these two 

sciences. 

 Neither can we simply separate them as two different sciences. For it is internal to the 

idea of thinking as a capacity that it is the capacity of some being, that it can only be understood 

as an activity in relation to the existing I. And it is internal to the existing I that it can only be 

understood in relation to the capacity to think (cf. the first point in §5 about what is misleading in 

the idea of ‘addition.’) 

 This yields a difficulty: the thinking I and the existing I are not identical, and yet they are 

inseparable. Deleuze describes this as ‘internal Difference’ and notes that it ‘connects [rapporte] 

a priori being and thought, the one to the other’ (Deleuze 1994: 116/86). What explains this 

connection within an internal difference? 

 Here is where Deleuze departs from Kant. For Kant (according to Deleuze) answers this 

question by affirming the priority of the thinking I over the existing I, thereby making the 

concept of the coherent subject fundamental. As Deleuze puts it, in Kant ‘the fracture is quickly 

filled in by a new form of identity, active synthetic identity, whereas the passive me is only 

defined by receptivity, not possessing by right [à ce titre] any power of synthesis’ (Deleuze 

1994: 117/86). So, according to Deleuze, Kant tries to identify the thinking I with the existing I 

under the aegis of the synthetic character of the activity of the I think. 

 Deleuze does not provide many details about what he is referring to in Kant. He might be 

referring to the fact that, for Kant, the form of receptivity is itself held together or combined by 

the thinking I: while I do indeed appear to myself within inner sense, the unity of that sense (and 

so the unity of the me that appears within it) has its origin in the synthetic activity of the I think 

(at least as Deleuze reads Kant: cf. Deleuze 1984: 43-4/ix). Hence, the fracture is not 
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fundamental since the thinking I is fundamental: the form of determinability is only an enabling 

condition for the activity of the thinking. Or Deleuze might be referring to Kant’s thought that, 

though we cannot know the ultimate unity of the subject, we must nevertheless treat that unity as 

a goal in light of which we orient all of our claims about the subject (cf. A682-3/B710-1 and 

4:334). So, the fracture is posterior since we understand it in light of trying to overcome it. 

 A more complete account of where Deleuze locates the problem in Kant would have to 

bring in much more of Deleuze’s response to Kant, in particular his objection to Kant’s 

aesthetics.xvi Rather than pursue that line, however, I want to turn to Deleuze’s alternative to 

Kant, his account of the fractured subject as conceptually fundamental. That is, Deleuze claims 

that the fractured unity of the subject is prior to any idea of coherence arising from the thinking I. 

Hence, Deleuze must have a different explanation for the fractured unity. Deleuze’s explanation 

consists in an appeal to what he calls a ‘passive synthesis’. What is a passive synthesis and how 

does it explain the fractured unity of the subject? 

 If the fracture is conceptually fundamental, that means that the unity of the subject cannot 

be explained by appealing to one side of the fracture rather than the other. In particular, as 

against Kant, the unity of the subject cannot be explained in terms of the combinatory activity of 

the thinking I. For any account on which the unity of the subject is due to one of the two sides of 

the fracture renders the fracture posterior to the unity of that side: the fracture would be 

explicable in terms of that capacity as a prior unity. 

 If the fractured unity cannot be explained in terms of either the thinking I or the existing 

I, it must be explained by some third term which is prior to those two. Moreover, this third term 

must explain the fractured unity as fractured, which means that it must combine the thinking I 

with the existing I without simply identifying them. Thus, this third term is a kind of synthesis. 
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This synthesis is not compositional: the manifold combined by the synthesis is not added 

together to compose the synthetic whole, since that manifold (the thinking I and the existing I) is 

not intelligible independently of the synthesis. Rather, the synthesis provided by the third term 

must be creative: it must not merely combine an antecedently given manifold, it must produce 

that manifold in its manyness. Somewhat more concretely put, the synthesis must explain not 

only the relation between the thinking I and the existing I – it must also explain both poles of the 

relation. 

 That the synthesis effected by the third term cannot be explained by either of the two 

sides of the fractured subject means in particular that it cannot be explained by the activity of the 

I think. And so it must not be an active synthesis: it must rather be a passive synthesis. 

Moreover, the synthesis cannot be explained in terms of the existing I either, which means that it 

cannot be received by the existing subject. So, the synthesis is not receptive because it is not 

given to the subject. 

 This means that Deleuze disagrees with Kant’s account of passivity: passivity is not 

defined by receptivity, or by the capacity to be given objects. Receptivity is rather a 

‘consequence’ of ‘a synthesis itself passive (contemplation-contraction)’ (Deleuze 1994: 117-

8/86; cf. 81-2/58). That is, the passive synthesis is not received by the subject, is not experienced 

by it, is not an object given to it. Rather, the passive synthesis explains the capacity to receive. 

 Because the passive synthesis is not received, Deleuze’s appeal to it can be distinguished 

from the associationist proposal discussed in §2. On that proposal, we think of the combination 

as effected by an associative mechanism that stems from the nature of the subject and that 

operates without needing to be represented by the understanding. Kant’s argument against this 

proposal is that we cannot understand the combination so effected to result in an objective 
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representation: my association of my representation of a fall with a certain height is a mere habit 

of mine, like associating pencils with coffee, and does not represent a combination in the object 

that I am supposed to be representing. This argument is one that Deleuze finds decisive against 

the associationist proposal (cf. §3).xvii 

 So, the passive synthesis in which Deleuze is interested cannot be a synthesis that gives 

rise to the unity of an object that we represent. It is, rather, a synthesis that generates the subject 

as one who can receive impressions and sensations – and, similarly, as one who can think about 

those impressions and sensations. So, Deleuze can agree with Kant’s claim that ‘the 

combination (conjunctio) of a manifold in general can never come to us through the senses,’ for 

Deleuze’s passive synthesis does not come through the senses but is rather responsible for our 

having the capacity to sense (and the capacity to think) at all (B130). 

 Further, it follows from the account of thinking offered in §2 that the thinking I can only 

be responsible for the combination of a manifold that must be given to it. Insofar as we attempt 

to think about the passive synthesis in the same way as we think about things in general, then, we 

are forced to misconceive it: we are forced to think of the manifold as given from elsewhere, 

forced to think of the synthesis as coming from the I think, and forced to reject the idea of a 

synthesis that comes from elsewhere as having no objective validity, as being a mere fantasy. It 

follows that to determine the passive synthesis we have to articulate a different manner of 

thinking, one that is non-Kantian. Or, as Deleuze puts it, ‘it does not suffice to say, of the ground 

[fondement], that it is another story [histoire], it is also another geography, without being another 

world’ (Deleuze 1990: 120/99). The logical character (or geography) of the passive synthesis is 

not like the logical character of an object, and the forms of thinking we use to articulate it must 

likewise be different.xviii 
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§8 

 The account in the last section is far from a complete account of passive synthesis and of 

the fractured subject. I hope only to have made clear that in invoking the idea of a passive 

synthesis Deleuze is at once presupposing Kant’s account of the I think and opposing his account 

of passivity. This reveals a deeper allegiance to Kant than is typically seen, while also making 

precise the point at which they disagree.  

 Having made these points, I want to conclude by noting the most pressing Kantian 

question that Deleuze’s account must face. For Deleuze, we cannot explain the nature of the 

passive synthesis by appealing to the I think (that would render the fracture posterior to the unity 

of the I think). But nor can we explain the passive synthesis simply by appealing to something 

other than the thinking I of the fractured subject – for if we do that, we totally undermine the 

spontaneous character of judgment and thereby make the practice of judgment unintelligible.  

 To see this, consider again the example judgment that Sears Tower is on S. Wacker 

Drive. If you ask me why I judge this, I will cite a reason (I have seen it there). Relations of 

justification are internal to the nature of thinking (on Kant’s account), and so this explanation 

follows from my nature as a thinking being. If the passive synthesis explains the nature of 

thinking through something totally other than the nature of thinking, then the right explanation 

for why I judge as I do will not be a reason that justifies the judgment – the appeal to a passive 

synthesis will exclude that as an explanation. And so, an account of the passive synthesis on 

which it is totally other than the nature of thinking would not explain the unity of the fractured 

subject – it would destroy the intelligibility of the thinking I, and so destroy that subject.xix 
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 It follows that the passive synthesis must explain why my reason is the proper ground for 

my judgment – it is actually why I judge as I judge. To be sure, for Deleuze the passive synthesis 

must also be the ground for my judgment: the passive synthesis is also actually why I judge as I 

do. This cannot be an explanation that opposes the explanation I myself offer in judging. It must 

be compatible with it: perhaps it explains how the explanation I offer in judging is possible, or 

perhaps it somehow unsettles the explanation I offer without depriving it of its explanatory force. 

It is not obvious that there is logical space for both the passive synthesis and my reason to play 

an explanatory role in an account of my judgment (Kant, certainly, would have been skeptical). 

But any defense of Deleuze on the fractured subject must attempt to articulate this logical space. 
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v For helpful, contrasting accounts of Kant on which how we actually think is determined by the laws of logic, cf. 

Tolley 2006 and Newton: forthcoming. 

vi ‘The activity of thought applies to a receptive being, to a passive subject, which then represents this activity 

instead of enacting it [qu’il ne l’agit], which senses the effect instead of owning the initiative and which lives it as 

an Other in it’ (Deleuze 1994: 116-7/86). Deleuze speaks like this in part because he wants to connect this topic to 

psychoanalysis (cf. Deleuze 1994: 146/110). But he is also picking up on an idea present in Kant: consider, for 

instance, Kant’s claim that ‘I cannot determine my existence as that of a self-active being, rather I merely represent 

to myself the spontaneity of my thought, i.e. of the determining, and my existence always remains only sensibly 

determinable’ (B158). Here I only take up Deleuze’s discussion of the Other in its connection with Kant, though I 

hope to explore its connection to psychoanalysis elsewhere. 

vii For a sensitive account of what it means to say that this kind of case is defective or derivative, cf. Boyle and Lavin 

2010. 

viii It might be explanatorily relevant, for instance if the claim that the name is outdated is part of an argument that 

my judgment is false since Sears Tower no longer exists. For the purposes of the example, I am assuming that the 

judgment is true, and that whatever infelicity is involved in using an outdated name does not make my judgment 

false (or otherwise cognitively imperfect). 

ix Why can’t the combination be given to us in the object (as, e.g., a combination of properties), not in an association 

of our representations? This proposal cannot work because the combination must be available to the understanding 

(otherwise we could not represent the combination at all, much less as in the object). And if the combination of 

properties is available to the understanding, that means that we must have a representation of each property. And at 

this point what I really have is a combination of my representations of the properties, representing which is 

representing something about me and not about the object. As Kant puts it in §15 ‘where the understanding has not 

previously combined anything, neither can it dissolve anything, for only through it can something have been given 

to the power of representation as combined’ (B130). 

x For a more worked out account of Kant’s argument in §15 along these lines, cf. Kitcher 2011. 

xi Two influential versions of this view can be found in Allison 2004 and Allais 2015. These interpreters might balk 

at the phrase ‘passive synthesis’ since Kant reserves the term ‘synthesis’ for the activity of the understanding (cf. 

Allais 2015: 169). But they commit themselves to a unity of a manifold of representations that involves no 

contribution of the understanding and as a result is achieved passively. We might think this is what Deleuze means 

by ‘passive synthesis’ (I argue against this in §7). In general, anyone who claims that Kant has room for a kind of 

cognitive content that does not involve any contribution from the understanding (so-called ‘non-conceptualists’) 

attribute what I am here calling a passive synthesis to him. 

xii Deleuze makes this same point about Kant’s relationship to Hume in his book on Kant: cf. Deleuze 1984: 21-2/12-

3. 

xiii Somers-Hall is the only commentator with whom I am familiar to give Deleuze’s response to Sartre the 

significance it deserves in assessing Deleuze’s attempt to explain our capacity to represent objects: cf. Somers-Hall 

2012: 29ff. 

xiv This is an argument that goes back to Aristotle, who makes it not about the I but about being (and the one): cf. 

Aristotle 1984: 998b14-999a23. Deleuze endorses this argument for the kinds of representations we are currently 

considering in the first chapter of Difference and Repetition: cf. Deleuze 1994: 49/32; for a helpful account, cf. 

Somers-Hall 2012: 43-51. 

xv Kant makes both of these points explicitly in §21 of the B-Deduction; for a helpful account, cf. Franks 2005: 53-

61. 
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xvi On this aspect of Deleuze, cf. Smith 2012a and 2012b. 

xvii Scholars typically recognize that Deleuze departs from associationism. But often the alternative they attribute to 

him is also shown to be false by Kant’s argument. Hughes, for instance, argues that Deleuze’s view ‘does not have 

much in common with the traditional empiricist or psychological theories of association’ (Hughes 2008: 12). Rather, 

for Deleuze, ‘The syntheses begin by combining similar bits of data in a sensory modality (synthesis of 

homogeneity) or separating dissimilar bits of data (synthesis of heterogeneity). So, for example, if we were looking 

at a red dot on white paper, the synthesis of homogeneity would connect white bits with white bits and red bits with 

red bits” (Hughes 2008: 12). Because Hughes does not think the white and red bits in the example are objects, he 

thinks these associative syntheses are different from those of traditional empiricism. But the object is made up of red 

and white bits – the representations of these bits must be combined ‘in the object’ for us to represent the object as a 

red dot on white paper. Hence, Kant’s critique applies. 

xviii This is where my interpretation diverges from Bryant’s ‘hyper-rationalist’ interpretation of Deleuze. Bryant and I 

agree that Deleuze’s doctrine of passive synthesis explains the thinking being by appealing to a kind of creative 

cognition: cf. Bryant 2008: 88-9. However, Bryant claims that this creativity characterizes all of our cognition, and 

he denies the difference in kind between cognition that produces the passive synthesis and the theoretical cognition 

of the world performed by the I think (cf. Bryant 2008: 98, 178). 

xix For this reason, I do not think Deleuze’s response to Kant can consist in ‘lean[ing] on the moderate skepticism of 

David Hume’, such that concepts like substance and causality become ‘necessary illusions that must be explained 

“psychologically” and … must be adequately grounded in pragmatic terms’ (Rölli 2016: 229). We could no longer 

employ the concept causality upon recognizing it to be an illusion, since that recognition involves realizing that the 

concept causality does not even purport to represent objects (rather, it represents only my habits). Yet it is that 

concept (and others like it) that defines our understanding of our capacity to judge. So we can no longer make sense 

of our practices of judgment, from which we must conclude that such ‘practices’ make no sense and must be given 

up. 


