The Rhizome and the Bush: bringing Deleuze & Guattari into conversation with Mary Midgley
Introduction

My aim in this chapter is to establish that there is an important comparison to be made between the work co-authored by the philosopher Gilles Deleuze and his frequent collaborator, the radical psychiatrist Félix Guattari, and that of Mary Midgley. Prima facie, such a comparison would seem far from obvious – and there is certainly no precedent for it in the literature. Aside from anything else, there are profound stylistic differences between the two.
 Deleuze & Guattari were self-conscious radicals, their partnership forged in the wake of May ‘68, whose feverish, jesting, indeed quite deliberately anti-philosophical style has led to their names becoming, among philosophers schooled in the Anglo-American tradition, almost a by-word for incomprehensibility: their masterwork, A Thousand Plateaus (1980), can almost read at times like Finnegan’s Wake – if Finnegan’s Wake had been a seminal source for concepts invoked in the blurbs of exhibiting artists. By contrast, Midgley was a thinker who was seen by her contemporaries as being if anything too clear: an author of popular-ish books aimed at non-specialist audiences; in-demand as a writer of op-eds and a guest on Radio 4, but never someone who achieved any great status within the academy.
Certainly, one thing that might be thought to unite Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari is that both have largely been ignored by the philosophical mainstream – but this would appear to be for entirely different reasons. Deleuze & Guattari have been ignored (by the mainstream of academic philosophy, that is: they have a vast following outside of analytic philosophy departments!) because, even if one might fight one’s way through the style, it can seem immensely difficult to place their concerns in conversation with anything resembling those of the rest of the philosophical tradition: which makes sense perhaps, given that Deleuze & Guattari were hostile to the most basic concepts explored by said tradition (eschewing, for instance, talk of things like ‘truth’, or ‘justice’ (Massumi 20004: xii)). Even in a world where extensive work has by now been done linking the thought of canonical continental figures such as Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger and even Adorno to the concerns of the analytic mainstream, Deleuze & Guattari continue to stand somewhere rather out on their own.

Midgley, on the other hand, has as far as I can tell been ignored because she has been seen as somehow too clear: as neither narrow nor technical enough to be taken seriously. This has of course shifted somewhat in recent years, but only really through the association of Midgley with, in particular, her very ‘serious’ and much-written-about university friends Anscombe and Foot, unified with Midgley (and Iris Murdoch) via Clare Mac Cumhaill and Rachael Wiseman’s notion of the ‘Oxford Quartet’ (see Mac Cumhaill & Wiseman 2022, Lipscomb 2022). Such an attitude might be seen to be crystalised in Thomas Nagel’s joint review of Mac Cumhaill & Wiseman and Lipscomb’s books for the LRB.
“Midgley’s work seems less interesting philosophically than that of the other three. It does not grapple with the hardest conceptual problems about the content and structure of morality, and whether there is such a thing as moral truth. Her influence on academic philosophy has accordingly been less, though she had great success with a wider audience” (Nagel 2022).

But dig deeper, and it is my view that Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari might not only be seen to have at least some things importantly in common – they might also be read quite profitably together. Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari, that is, might be thought to mutually illuminate one another. Specifically, I think that reading Deleuze & Guattari through Midgley might be able to help philosophers schooled in the analytic tradition understand what exactly they were doing. Meanwhile, I think that reading Midgley through Deleuze & Guattari might help us better appreciate her project’s radical edge. Certainly, my hope is that by the end of this paper, one might understand just how egregiously Thomas Nagel’s above-quoted dismissal of her work misses the mark.

My argument here proceeds simply from my having spotted something: a particular image, that both thinkers (or sets of thinkers, or however you want to think about this) seem to share. Deleuze & Guattari call this image the ‘rhizome’; Midgley calls it the ‘bush’. I then draw on this observation to note three specific similarities between Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari. The first is that they hold a non-hierarchical conception of knowledge. The second is that with the rejection of hierarchies of knowledge, Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari all adopt a radically immanentist understanding of purpose. The third is that their immanentism inclines them to what we can call a practical orientation towards philosophy as a discipline.

In section 1, I introduce the image of the rhizome. In section 2, I introduce the image of the bush. In section 3, I draw out the three similarities I’ve mentioned in the paragraph above. In section 4, I explore how Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari, for all their similarities, ultimately differ in terms of their ethical and political commitments; I argue that Midgley has a more compelling understanding of ethical value. In the conclusion, I return to Nagel’s dismissal of Midgley from the LRB review; I explain how my comparison between Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari might help us to see what is wrong with it.
1. Deleuze & Guattari’s rhizome
Deleuze & Guattari first began collaborating in the early 1970s, with Capitalism and Schizophrenia 1: Anti-Oedipus (1972) – primarily a critique of the then-dominant Freudian psychoanalysis. At the time Deleuzue was already an established philosophy professor, closely aligned intellectually with his friend and colleague Michel Foucault, who had made his name with a series of distinctive studies in the history of philosophy (not least his books on Nietzsche and Spinoza), as well as his most written-about solo work Difference and Repetition (1968): an important and distinctive attempt to overthrow most of the fundamental assumptions of the post-Kantian metaphysical tradition. Guattari, meanwhile, was a trained psychoanalyst (in fact originally a student of the big man of Paris neo-Freudianism, Jacques Lacan) who had grown disillusioned with the hierarchical relationship between analyst and patient assumed, and enforced, by the majority of psychiatric institutions: he worked at the experimental La Borde clinic in the Loire Valley, which largely did away with the distinction between doctor and patient, and pioneered group therapy. At La Borde, patients were given a form of democratic control over how the institution was run.
Anti-Oedipus caused a sensation on release, and Deleuze & Guattari’s collaboration continued throughout the 1970s, with the publication for instance of their short book Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature (1975), as well as a pamphlet entitled Rhizome (1976). Said pamphlet was later incorporated as the Introduction to the pair’s most important philosophical work Capitalism and Schizophrenia 2: A Thousand Plateaus (1980), a work that has been described by its translator Brian Massumi as a “positive exercise in affirmative… thought” that attempts “to construct a smooth space” in which thinking might take place beyond the strictures of traditional philosophy (which Deleuze & Guattari see as a predominantly ‘negative’ endeavour) (Massumi 2004: xi, xiii). A final work credited to Deleuze & Guattari, What is Philosophy? was published in 1991 shortly before Guattari’s death: differing in style quite noticeably from their Capitalism and Schizophrenia works, it has been claimed as the work of Deleuze alone (Shatz 2010).
Perhaps the most immediately distinctive thing about Deleuze & Guattari’s shared works is the almost deranged rush of new concepts they introduce: an average extract from their Capitalism and Schizophrenia works is replete with talk of ‘lines of flight’, ‘deterritorialization’, ‘bodies without organs’, ‘assemblages’, and ‘abstract machines’. Among these concepts is that of the ‘rhizome’. Rhizomes first get mentioned in Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature.
 There, the authors’ knowingly unconventional interpretation of Kafka hinges on the idea that his work can be understood as “a rhizome, a burrow” (Deleuze & Guattari 1986: 3), a corpus with “multiple entrances whose rules of usage and whose locations aren't very well known” (Deleuze & Guattari 1986: 3). One might “enter” Kafka's work “by any point whatsoever,” and “none matters more than another” (Deleuze & Guattari 1986: 3). Deleuze & Guattari thus centre Kafka's letters and journals just as much as they do his novels. “No entrance is more privileged even if it seems an impasse, a tight passage, a siphon” (Deleuze & Guattari 1986: 3).
“We will be trying only to discover what other points our entrance connects to, what crossroads and galleries one passes through to link two points, what the map of the rhizome is and how the map is modified if one enters by another point” (Deleuze & Guattari 1986: 3).

To clarify the comparison: in ordinary language, a rhizome is basically something like a root, but whereas one might think of a root as growing under the soil simply in order to support the plant which blooms above it (from which then sprouts the flowers and so forth by which means the plant is able to reproduce), a rhizome is able to spread off, and reproduce the plant underground. One thus cannot understand a rhizomatic plant – think for instance of the Japanese knotweed so beloved of mortgage brokers – along quite the same lines as one would a tree: there is not single, central structure which ‘is’ the plant, so to speak. A Japanese knotweed is a basically nebulous organism in which a network of roots supports a mass of sprouting bodies: the parts of the plant which are visible above ground might all either die back (as knotweed will in winter), or be cut down, but the rhizome will continue to colonise more of the soil and sprout again next year. New rhizomes can be put out, and new plants will always grow: one major reason why Japanese knotweed has proved so disastrously invasive is that new plants can establish themselves from roots which have been dug up and then discarded somewhere else (Adkins 2015: 23). In the Kafka book as we have seen, as soon as Deleuze & Guattari invoke the rhizome, they compare it to a burrow: in A Thousand Plateaus, they even call the burrow an “animal rhizome” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 14). This is important, since Deleuze & Guattari are not only interested in the nebulousness of the rhizome – the possibility, for instance, that it might spread infinitely – but also in the fact that it might have multiple points of entrance or exit.
By comparing Kafka’s work to a rhizome, then, Deleuze & Guattari assume a perspective on it as a single, decentralised system, which might then be approached from any point. One key effect of this is to decentre the importance of works such as The Castle or The Trial. This then allows Deleuze & Guattari to see Kafka less as a writer whose work is dominated by a couple of striking allegories (the castle one can never enter; the law one can never know), and so position themselves against readings which see Kafka as being centrally ‘about’ some one great theme: man’s elusive search for spiritual meaning, for instance, or Kafka’s own Oedipal struggles with his father. For Deleuze & Guattari this move is particularly productive, since it allows them to read Kafka as a fundamentally political writer. As the pair insist, it is wrong to see Kafka as “writing out of some sort of lack, weakness, impotence, in front of life” (Deleuze & Guattari 1986: 41). Rather, Kafka’s 'writing-machine' is paradigmatic of what Deleuze & Guattari call a 'minor' literature, a kind of literature of resistance – written by a minority – Kafka being a Prague Jew – in a 'majority' tongue (in Kafka’s case, German). ‘Minor’ writing traces a ‘line of escape’ from the dominant state power: in Kafka’s case, the then-crumbling Habsburg Empire. Here, again, the rhizome is inseparable from the burrow: one might approach Kafka’s work from any point, and so to discover ways in which it might have allowed him (or anyone) to ‘burrow out’.
The image of the rhizome is then taken up, and expanded, in the text which became the Introduction to A Thousand Plateaus. Deleuze & Guattari open the Introduction – which, as one might expect from a work based on a pamphlet called ‘Rhizome’, is entirely focused on the concept of the rhizome – by talking about books. This fits, of course, with the fact that they originally developed the concept as a way of understanding Kafka. But reading it, it’s relatively clear that what’s at stake here is not anything to do with books per se. Rather, their discussion of books is used to delineate three different approaches to knowledge – and in particular, what Deleuze & Guattari are interested in here is the ways in which we might institutionalise knowledge in the form of a science. I would call what Deleuze & Guattari are attempting to draw out here three ‘models’ of knowledge: three broad conceptions of what knowledge is, what it is aiming at, and how it is to be achieved.
The first of these models is associated with what Deleuze & Guattari call the “root-book,” which is also something they liken to a “tree” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 5). 
“This is the classical book, as noble, signifying, and subjective organic interiority... The book imitates the world, as art imitates nature: by procedures specific to it that accomplish what nature cannot or can no longer do” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 5). 
What does it mean to liken knowledge to a tree? Of course the comparison might seem quite ‘natural’ to us, since as Brent Adkins points out, the tree is “the hoariest cliché for thought itself” (Adkins 2015: 23).

“The tree is a marvel of stable, hierarchical organization. Lines of descent are always clear,

as is the process of differentiation. Logic uses trees. Biological species are organized according to trees. Linguistics is quite fond of trees. Trees reveal the deep structure that lies behind the messiness of reality. Trees are so useful that it’s hard to think without them. It

is even difficult to conceptualize what thought would be like without trees” (Adkins 2015: 23).
Deleuze & Guattari object to the ‘root-book’ because the model of knowledge it implies is hierarchical: as well as constructing hierarchies, what Deleuze & Guattari dub “arborescent” knowledge (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 17) seeks to dominate the material it is ostensibly attempting to understand. A relevant comparison here might be made with Adorno’s critique of the notion of ‘identity-thinking’.
 In short, the problem that Adorno identifies is that scientific thought typically consists in the attempt to define the objective reality that lies beyond the subjective perspective of individual scientists. In staking claims as to how reality ‘actually’ is, the natural scientist imposes laws, and so ‘fixes’ what is in fact non-identical with the subjectivity of individual human beings (Adorno 1973: 146ff). The formal, law-giving, scientific investigation of nature is thus necessarily complicit in the domination of nature. “The category of the root, the origin, is the category of domination” (Adorno 1973: 155). 
Again quite like Adorno, Deleuze & Guattari object to this model of knowledge not only because they find it epistemologically iffy – in their parlance, unable to properly account for “multiplicity” (Deleuze & Guattari 2005: 5-6); their critique is also clearly motivated by their ethico-political commitments throughout. For Deleuze & Guattari, the problem with ‘arborescent’ knowledge is not so much that it’s wrong or bad but that it’s boring: that it precludes certain ways of living, or thinking, differently.
“We’re tired of trees. We should stop believing in trees, roots, and radicles. They've made us suffer too much. All of arborescent culture is founded on them, from biology to linguistics. Nothing is beautiful or loving or political aside from underground stems and aerial roots, adventitious growths and rhizomes” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 17).

But rhizomes aren't only supposed to contrast with trees. They also contrast with what Deleuze & Guattari label “the second figure of the book,” namely “the radicle-system, or fascicular root” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 6). This is a model of knowledge to which, Deleuze & Guattari comment, “our modernity pays willing allegiance” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 6).
“This time, the principal root has aborted, or its tip has been destroyed; an immediate, indefinite multiplicity of secondary roots grafts onto it and undergoes a flourishing development. This time, natural reality is what aborts the principle root, but the root's unity subsists, as past or yet to come, as possible” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 6).

Here Deleuze & Guattari nod to William Burroughs's cut-up method, and mention things like a “resolutely fragmented work” which “can also be presented as the Total Work or Magnum Opus.” They also talk about how “Nietzsche's aphorisms shatter the linear unity of knowledge, only to invoke the cyclic unity of the eternal return” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 6). 

Here, I take it, Deleuze & Guattari are indicating something like a modern, or postmodern, critique of institutionalised (scientific) knowledge practises, which nonetheless (it seems, in their view) fails to go quite far enough. The 'root' or 'tree' approach to knowledge both aims at, and thinks it can achieve, something like an absolute understanding of the world: the perspective ‘root’ knowledge practioners strive for is that of the ‘God’s eye view’; the ‘view from nowhere’. The 'fascicular' approach, by contrast, resigns itself to falling short of the absolute, but only so that it can continue to hold said absolute up as an ideal. “The world has become chaos, but the book remains the image of the world: radicle-chaosmos rather than root-cosmos” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 7). The fragments are all we can hope for, the ultimately 'real' is unknowable. The ‘arborescent’ thus remains as an ideal: it’s just that the tree can never grow.
Understanding this point can help us clarify what Deleuze & Guattari ultimately intend their image of the 'rhizome' to do: what they want to get out of the rhizomatic model of knowledge that they are seeking to adopt in A Thousand Plateaus. The rhizome, Deleuze & Guattari tell us, is a “subterranean system absolutely different from roots and radicles” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 7). The rhizome allows us to “make the multiple” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 7), by putting anything in connection with anything else. “This is very different from the tree or root, which plots a point, fixes an order” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 7). “A rhizome ceaselessly establishes connections between semiotic chains, organizations of power, and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and social struggles” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 8). Where for the dialectician, knowledge moves by tarrying with the negative, rhizomatic thought is unrelentingly positive and affirmative: one might here think of the improv comic maxim: ‘Yes, and’. Knowledge here is to be understood completely non-hierarchically: “There are no points or positions in a rhizome, such as those found in a structure, tree, or root. There are only lines” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 9).

“Arborescent systems are hierarchical systems with centres of significance and subjectification, central automata like organized memories…. In a hierarchical system, an individual has only one active neighbour, his or her hierarchical superior… To these centred systems, the authors contrast acentered systems, finite networks of automata in which communication runs from any neighbour to any other, the stems or channels do not preexist, and all individuals are interchangeable, defined only by their state at a given moment” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 18-19).

Thinking rhizomatically thus allows us, or so the theory goes, to place anything in a transformative relationship with anything else. “We form a rhizome with our viruses, or rather our viruses cause us to form a rhizome with other animals” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 11). One example Deleuze & Guattari give here is that of the orchid and the wasp: over time, certain species of orchid have evolved to resemble female wasps to the extent that male wasps will seek to mate with them; this of course is how they spread their pollen. The orchid is thus in a process of ‘becoming-wasp’: what evolutionary biologists would understand as a process of the orchid evolving to imitate the wasp. But Deleuze & Guattari insist on a perspective whereby one also sees the wasp as being in a process of ‘becoming-orchid’: even if their copulation with the flowers is ultimately barren, it is nonetheless an ‘intensity’ that is capable of producing new and unexpected things in and of itself – the propagation of the species need not be centred as the only end (Adkins 2015: 28) (I will return to this example later, in section 3).
Books, meanwhile, “form a rhizome with the world” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 12). Rather than 'tracing' or 'reproducing' nature, the rhizome draws a “map” of nature (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 13); a map which “is open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, susceptible to constant modification” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 13). “The tracing should always be put back on the map” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 14). We might alter the map to suit our purposes – it all depends on how you want to navigate things. “Good and bad are only the products of an active and temporary selection, which must be renewed” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 10).
Here, I hope, the force of the ethico-political point Deleuze & Guattari are attempting to make here has also become apparent. Their image of the rhizome suggests a model of knowledge – but this model of knowledge is supposed to be associated with a way of living; a way of being in the world. Think again of Kafka’s work being used as a ‘burrow’. The imperative here is to use knowledge not to discover some singular ‘truth’ or anything like it, but rather creatively, in the service of life. Hierarchies, we must think, oppress us; by viewing knowledge as a rhizome, we can come to see how we might use it to find a way out. A way of transforming society for the better, we might think – although of course one must appreciate that for Deleuze & Guattari, the concepts of ‘good’ and ‘bad’, thus ‘better’ and ‘worse’, are radically perspectival and contingent (this, incidentally, is I take it the biggest weakness of Deleuze & Guattari’s project in comparison to Midgley’s: I will return to this point in section 4).
2. Midgley’s bush
But what does any of this have to do with Mary Midgley? What I want to claim is that Midgley also has the image of the rhizome – or something like it – in her thought.

The passage that I wish to highlight here occurs in Midgley’s first book Beast and Man, which curiously enough is almost exactly contemporaneous with A Thousand Plateaus (Beast and Man was published in 1979). Superficially, as I have highlighted above, there is little reason to think that Midgley’s work has all that much to do with that of Deleuze & Guattari, and this perhaps goes double for any comparison between A Thousand Plateaus and Beast and Man. Where the former is concerned to overthrow basically any and all of the strictures of traditional philosophical thought, Beast and Man seeks to defend an idea that many philosophers have cleaved to, but that has since become unpopular: namely that of ‘human nature’ (Midgley 2002: xxxviii). As Midgley herself appreciates (Midgley 2002: 57ff) to most academics in the humanities and social sciences this project would rather seem unacceptably conservative: where Deleuze & Guattari’s project emphasises the many different ways in which one might live, unrestricted by basically anything, Midgley emphasises the ways in which our animal nature must limit us in certain ways; proscribe whatever possibilities we might claim for realising some sort of good (Midgley 2002: 153).
But to read Midgley’s Beast and Man project as something like an essentially conservative one, would be I think a mistake. After all: in defending the idea of human nature, Midgley demolishes the hierarchy philosophers have typically assumed between human beings and all other animals, refusing to view our nature as something defined by certain ‘excellences’ which might serve to distinguish every single ‘lower’ animal, from every single human being (Midgley 2002: 195). In so doing, Midgley also offers a novel account of what it is to understand human beings as ‘rational animals’. While philosophers have often cleaved to what Midgley calls a “colonial” picture of reason, “in which an imported governor named Reason, imposes order on a chaotic alien tribe of Passions or Instincts” (Midgley 2002: 250), Midgley insists that we should instead see reason simply as a way of “organising ourselves” (Midgley 2002: 248): a capacity which is entirely immanent to our animal being (Midgley 2002: 257). There is thus, for Midgley, no universal standard of correctness which exists outside of nature, and thus outside of the flow and flux of evolutionary change. As she sees things, philosophers have often been mistaken about human nature because they have attempted to view our nature as Newton viewed the physical world: subject to eternal, unchanging laws, and along the lines of a machine. Instead, she thinks, we ought to take our cues from Darwin: to view ourselves, and indeed the whole of the rest of creation, as things that are constantly changing as they adapt themselves to various environmental pressures (Midgley 2002: 247). Crucially, what this means is that there is no one ‘right’ way to be, that is set in advance: ultimately, one must get by (as all things in creation get by) with what works (Midgley 2002: 155).
A number of these insights are crystalised in a certain passage from chapter 7 of Beast and Man, where Midgley introduces the image of a bush. Specifically, Midgley uses the image of the bush to contest the idea of an “evolutionary ladder,” on which all of evolution is aimed at the gradual emergence of ‘higher’ forms (with the ‘highest’, of course, usually thought to be the human being) (Midgley 2002: 152).
“The truth is, there can be no evolutionary ladder. Creatures diverge, each to its own way of life, each finding its own characteristic sort of fulfilment. Shall we then speak rather of a tree? People may be inclined to accept this, feeling that a tree has a clear vertical axis, and that we must still be placed at the top; who else would there be? But what I am asking about is the meaning of that same vertical axis. Suppose that we think rather of a bush, which does not have a main trunk, nor, therefore, a dominant direction of growth; is there any reason for treating the top of the bush as especially important? Or we might take something whose growth is not vertical at all: a spreading strawberry plant. Or indeed the biosphere itself, producing life of many kinds in many directions. Is this a worse image for evolution?” (Midgley 2002: 152, my emphasis).

So here is one obvious similarity between Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari: they all three of them hate trees. This hatred is motivated by their distaste for traditional, hierarchical models of knowledge. The bush, like the rhizome, contrasts with the tree because it is a decentralised system: it has as Midgley says no “main trunk,” nor “dominant direction of growth” (Midgley 2002: 152). And while the bush might not, unlike the rhizome, reproduce itself by spreading in basically any direction, a strawberry plant certainly does: constantly opportunistically putting down runners.

Of course, a bush is not subterranean in the way that a rhizome is: certainly one way in which a bush might be thought to differ from a rhizome is that it does not seem possible to compare the bush to a burrow. This is an important point, since the divergence between Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari on this point is indicative of their ethico-political differences. But while Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari are hardly singing from the same political hymn sheet (more on this below), their approach to knowledge is nonetheless very strikingly similar: these similarities might further be seen on consideration of how Midgley herself elaborates the image of the bush. Immediately after introducing the image of the bush, Midgley opposes her way of thinking to two models of knowledge, which can be seen to mirror the models Deleuze & Guattari themselves critique: the model of the ‘root-book’, and the model of the ‘radicle-system, or fascicular root’. The first is a model of knowledge which Midgley associates with the pre-Darwinian idea of creation constituting a ‘Great Chain of Being’.
“Height is a natural symbol for value. Before anybody thought of evolution, this was expressed in the idea of a Great Chain of Being – a scale of creatures reaching from the least to the most important. From inanimate matter the chain led through the simpler living things to the more complex, then on through man and the Heavenly Beings to God. It was eternal and unchanging” (Midgley 2002: 152).

Thus Midgley, here, is describing a model of knowledge which is built on at least two assumptions, both of which she wants to reject. Firstly, the assumption of something like transcendent, essential truth: some ‘one’ way reality is in itself. Secondly, the assumption that this truth is something that human beings might be able to grasp, because of way in which we are positioned within creation: ‘between beast and god’ for example, the ultimate thing that all creation was always somehow working up to. This model of knowledge is thus subject to broadly identical pathologies to the model of the ‘root-book’.
But of course: as Midgley is aware, this is not typically model of knowledge which scientists (or philosophers) would like to see themselves as holding nowadays: that is, in the period since Nietzsche, Darwin, and the advent of quantum physics. Instead, she clarifies, we typically cleave to a model much more reminiscent of that of the ‘fascicular root’ system described by Deleuze & Guattari: a model founded on the idea that there is some hypothetical unity to knowledge, which we might be able to build towards one day, but which for now is accessible to us only in fragments.

“When, however, people began to think about evolution, they made… no more changes in their ways of thinking than they were forced to. They did not scrap the Great Chain of Being. Instead, they simply unhooked the top end from Heaven and slung it ahead into the Future. Its axis now was time. But its associations with value did not vanish” (Midgley 2002: 152).
As again with Deleuze & Guattari, Midgley identifies epistemological problems with this model (her remarks here might be read, for instance, as a critique of the idea that scientists might one day develop some final ‘Theory of Everything’), but these epistemological problems are then associated immediately with a distinctly ethical form of critique. Thus Midgley immediately turns to the idea that post-Darwin, we retain the idea that there might be real objective ethical values, which persist somehow ‘somewhere’, just not in the present.
“In an age of change it became increasingly difficult to locate [ethical value] in the past; people could not longer confidently say ‘It is good because our fathers did it’. So they began to say, ‘it is good because our descendants will do it’. Hence the bizarre cult of the Future itself as a kind of mythical subsistent realm enshrining value – a cult invented by Nietzsche” (Midgley 2002: 152-153).

On this second problematic model of knowledge then, there is retained some notion that there ‘is’ some one single standard of correctness: some ‘one’ way reality is, and so some ‘one’ way we (as rational animals) ought to be. It’s just, really, that we can’t know this yet: it might only become clear to us in some perfect society we might only achieve at some point in the distant future. Nevertheless, if this desirable state of affairs is to be realised, it will only ever be through human agency: perfection is a possibility gifted to us by our nature.
“If the hierarchy of values could be seen as a linear progress away from other life-forms towards exclusively human values, respect for other living things was a waste of time. They ‘belonged to the past’, and this was now an expression of disgrace” (Midgley 2002: 153).

Following this critique, Midgley then attempts to use her bush imagery to attempt exactly that which Deleuze & Guattari did through their image of the rhizome: to articulate a third, alternative model of knowledge. On such a model, crucially, any notion of intellectual hierarchy will have been eliminated, along with that of any essential or eternal good. This is assured through the notion of creation as a bush: an organism with no single ultimate direction, instead having multiple branches which press outwards in various different ones.
“The figure of the bush… is useful in several ways. First, it allows for the branches' diverging. Second, since they all still grow on a common stock, it emphasizes their connection, their mutual dependence, their relevance to one another. Third, it shows up well the central fallacy of evolutionary ethics, which is to treat evolution as a straight progress in a single direction” (Midgley 2002: 154).

Midgley outlines two specific ways in which our thinking might be improved by re-orienting it in relation to the image of the bush. First, we might see ourselves as positioned within nature in rather more humble terms. We might think of the ways in which we are ‘excellent’ for instance (clearly we are well-adapted to a wide range of environments; clearly we are capable of pursuing goals, or performing patterns of behaviour, that both ourselves and our fellow human beings find valuable), but we need not let that blind us to the ways in which other animals are ‘excellent’ in their own way.
“Humanity is for us a term that quite rightly sums up all we have to value and aim at. It signals our own area of the bush. But this by no means implies that the things we value are not found elsewhere or that we have yet listed and understood everything that should be valued; we plainly have no monopoly on many valuable elements, such as kindness and affection. We did not, personally and unassisted, invent every aspect of humanity. Much of it is drawn from a common source, and overlaps with dolphinity, beaverishness, and wolfhood” (Midgley 2002: 153).

Secondly, we might view change, broadly construed (one might think of evolutionary change, one might also think of social or cultural change) in terms other than those of progress. Instead, Midgley insists, we should think of change in non-linear terms, happening mostly because of piecemeal, pragmatic considerations. “There is, in fact, no such thing as fitness in the abstract, only fitness for certain conditions” (Midgley 2002: 155). This then, again, entails that there is no such thing as the ‘ultimate’ good (even for a particular species, such as human beings).
“Curves constantly appear; the ‘progress’ or ‘advance’ of any group can zigzag and double back repeatedly. Snakes, for instance, have gone ‘back’ from their ancestral life as lizards. Abandoning their ears and even their legs, they have slid away into corners. Yet it would be hard to deny that they have made something of themselves” (Midgley 2002: 154).
3. Between rhizome and bush
Certain of the similarities between Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari, then, will already be evident from the above. In particular, I have emphasised that both the image of the rhizome, and that of the bush, are associated by those who invoke them with what we can call a non-hierarchical conception of knowledge; more generally perhaps, what we can call a non-hierarchical conception of thought. For both Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari, there is no one, best, ‘highest’ thing that has been set in advance, and to which all our epistemic (or practical) projects out to be aimed at. 

What seems particularly important here is the elimination of a specific notion of teleology, where the term ‘teleology’ here is indicative of some grand purpose external to that of particular things: consider for instance the Hegelian notion (no doubt, this is an extremely crude understanding of Hegel) that everything in history is somehow working towards the manifestation of the ‘world-spirit’, or perhaps some early modern Christian notion that everything that happens literally happens through the agency of God. This sort of conception of teleology is instead, in both Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari, supplanted by a purely immanentist understanding of purpose. Recall for instance Deleuze & Guattari’s suggestion that the wasp forms a rhizome with the orchid. On a traditional evolutionary-biological explanation for the orchid’s resemblance to the wasp, the orchid evolves to ‘imitate’ the wasp as a result of natural selection: orchids that look like wasps are more likely to be able to attract wasps as pollinators, and so come to spread their genes. By contrast, Deleuze & Guattari suggest that we should think more about what any given wasp or orchid might be getting out of their coupling in the moment that they become a wasp-orchid assemblage: no particular wasp or orchid, for instance, engages in their congress in order to serve the grand, transcendent plan of evolution – an epic of which they cannot possibly be aware. 

A remarkably similar thought is explored by Midgley in her late paper ‘Why the idea of purpose won’t go away’. There, Midgley contests a certain ‘teleological’ explanation of reality favoured by evolutionary biologists including her bête noire Richard Dawkins, on which all of nature is supposedly animated by the fact that individual genes are, as per his metaphor, ‘selfishly’ striving to reproduce themselves. “DNA neither cares nor knows,” she quotes Dawkins as claiming. “DNA just is, and we dance to its tune” (Midgley 2011: 558). Such a master-explanation of reality might readily be understood as ‘arborescent’ insofar as it attempts to assert that some one, ultimate factor lurks behind the fact that anyone does anything at all.
 To this, Midgley opposes the (as she has it, far more plausible) idea that things happen in nature just because, for instance, certain individual creatures want to do them. Thus she gives the example of nose-picking:

“Since this habit is common, scientists suggested an amazing number of arcane physical mechanisms by which it might have directly improved people's survival-prospects. What nobody did was to ask about this habit's relation to motives – for instance to curiosity, to our tendency to explore and investigate things. Like other primates we like to pry into mysterious places such as holes and this interest surely has affected our species-survival in many ways, both helpful and otherwise. The details of the endless acts that it produces don't matter; what affects survival is the general interest. Human behaviour is not a ragbag of modules, disconnected behaviour patterns with separate evolutionary histories. What evolves is an emotional constitution which shapes our lives as a whole. We have to explain particular actions by finding their place in it” (Midgley 2011: 546).

Midgley notes analogous problems that evolutionary biologists have had with the existence of language: because they feel compelled to come up with some way of understanding the emergence of language in relation to their master-narrative about the propagation of genes, evolutionary biologists have been led, for instance, to claim that human language emerged because it was useful in courtship (Midgley 2011: 547). To which Midgley’s thought is that sure, maybe it was: but isn’t language so much more than that? Speaking to one another is not only useful (e.g. in terms of propagating our genes) but pleasurable. And on an immediate, first-personal level, it is the pleasure individuals take in the practice that seems far more important in terms of explaining why we do it. This would also, of course, be a far more realistic explanation as to why we do things like have sex, or pick our noses, at all.
Another example Midgley gives is that of the male argus pheasant, which has elaborate tail feathers like those of the peacock, which it uses in courtship display. Midgley quotes Darwin as observing that the “beauty” of these feathers exists to “serve as a charm for the female,” and serves “no other purpose” (Midgley 2011: 551). As Midgley is aware, an evolutionary biologist might contest this insofar as they see the ‘charm for the female’ as important in terms of the argus pheasant’s fundamental purpose as a vessel for the perpetuation of its genes. To which Midgley responds:
“Of course [Darwin] was not denying that successful courtship as a whole serves another kind of purpose in its effect on the species. But he sees that the immediate point of these activities must lie in its meaning for the creatures that are acting. This subjective aspect is its central function” (Midgley 2011: 555).

Thus, I hope, we might see how the anti-hierarchical approach to knowledge crystalised in the respective images of the rhizome and the bush can be cashed out in terms of a form of immanentism: a rejection of transcendent notions of purpose. There is no one, final, or highest thing that everything is working its way towards: we are all just stems of the rhizome; branches of the bush. All purpose is immanent, either to individuals or to the assemblages which they form. This is the second point on which, I would claim, Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari are united. As A.W. Moore notes, the rejection of transcendence is one of the central pillars of Deleuze’s thought more generally. As Moore puts this point: 

“[Deleuze] rejects the idea that life needs somehow to be justified, whether by some telos towards which everything is striving or by some transcendent structure in terms of which everything makes sense. Nature has no grand design. Nor is there anything transcendent to it. The celebration of activity and the affirmation of life are the celebration and affirmation of immanence” (Moore 2012: 547).

Meanwhile, immanentism is central to Midgley’s understanding not only of human reason (see above) but also of ethical value (more on this in section 4 below).

“Value, in fact, is not an extra feature pasted onto the facts by human observers. It is a real emergent property of situations in the world. Each kind of organism acts according to its own values, its own inner design, the characteristic pattern of needs and capacities which determines its direction” (Midgley 2011: 559).

Now: one upshot of all this is that, if there is no ultimate, ‘final’ solution to the riddle of reality – some transcendent explanation that may one day be found somewhere, ‘out there’, then obviously it can’t possibly the purpose of philosophy to uncover it. This of course is at least somewhat opposed to one common understanding of philosophy, as being engaged in the pursuit of some account of ultimate ‘right living’; as uncovering something like ‘essential truth’. In both Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari, we might thus note a third similarity: from their shared orientation to knowledge, emerges what we might call a pragmatic re-imagining of philosophy’s purpose. For both, the point of philosophy is, ultimately, to find ways of doing things in the world. As Massumi notes:

“[Deleuze] calls his kind of philosophy 'pragmatics', because its goal is the invention of concepts that do not add up to a system of belief or an architecture of propositions that you either enter or you don't, but instead pack a potential in the way a crowbar in a willing hand envelops an energy of prying” (Massumi 2004: xv).
In the final book attributed to their collaboration, What is Philosophy?, Deleuze & Guattari describe philosophy as an essentially creative endeavour: as “the art of forming, inventing, and fabricating concepts” (Deleuze & Guattari 1994: 2). These concepts stand in some way opposed to what Deleuze & Guattari call ‘chaos’. “Chaos makes chaotic and undoes every consistency in the infinite” (Deleuze & Guattari 1994: 42). Philosophy aims to help us navigate this chaos, in whatever way. But “the problem of philosophy is to acquire a consistency without losing the infinite into which thought plunges” (Deleuze & Guattari 1994: 42). All concepts are connected to problems, “without which they would have no meaning” (Deleuze & Guattari 1994: 16). But philosophy is not strictly speaking about helping us to solve these problems; to do away with them entirely:

“If one concept is ‘better’ than an earlier one, it is because it makes us aware of new variations and unknown resonances, it carries out unforeseen cuttings-out, it brings forth an Event that surveys us. But did the earlier concept not do this already? If one can still be a Platonist, Cartesian, or Kantian today, it is because one is justified in thinking that their concepts can be reactivated in our problems and inspire those concepts that need to be created. What is the best way to follow the great philosophers? Is it to repeat what they said or to do what they did, that is, create concepts for problems which necessarily change?” (Deleuze & Guattari 1994: 28).

One particularly curious coincidence between Deleuze & Guattari and Midgley is that, while Deleuze & Guattari’s final book was called What is Philosophy?
, Midgley’s was called What is Philosophy For?
 There, Midgley states that, in short, the aim of philosophical thought is to “help us through the present difficulty” (Midgley 2018: 6). Again then, for Midgley philosophy takes it cues from certain problems – although her emphasis is admittedly more on solving said problems directly, as opposed to using them as the catalyst for creative endeavours of whatever sort. In her well-known image, after all, philosophy is like plumbing: “not just grand and elegant and difficult,” but also “needed” (Midgley 2005: 146).
“Plumbing and philosophy are both activities that arise because elaborate cultures like ours have, beneath their surface, a fairly complex system which is usually unnoticed, but which sometimes goes wrong. In both cases, this can have serious consequences. Each system supplies vital needs for those who live above it. Each is hard to repair when it does go wrong, because neither of them was ever consciously planned as a whole. There have been many ambitious attempts to reshape both of them. But, for both, existing complications are usually too widespread to allow a completely new start... When trouble arises, specialized skill is needed if there is to be any hope of locating it and putting it right” (Midgley 2005: 146).
Crucially then, for both Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari there can never come a point where philosophy is somehow exhausted: when the dialectic is closed, the rational finally realised; or else society’s need for philosophy somehow overcome. Philosophers, as Midgley has it, are specialists whose vocation relates to a need that any society is likely to have, just so long as it has achieved a given level of complexity (Midgley 146-147). A society as complex as our own can no more pretend that it might some day evolve beyond this need, than it might honestly think it will one day do away with toilets. For Deleuze & Guattari meanwhile, “so long as there is a time and a place for creating concepts, the operation that undertakes this will always be called philosophy, or will be indistinguishable from philosophy even if it is called something else” (Deleuze & Guattari 1994: 9).

4. Bush vs. Rhizome
But don’t get me wrong. While I am certainly of the view that the coincidences between Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari are profound, I do not wish to argue that we should view their philosophies as being somehow essentially the same. As I have already noted above, Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari might be particularly contrasted in terms of their ethico-political commitments. Deleuze & Guattari were full-blooded radicals: as Deleuze’s friend Foucault characterised their Capitalism and Schizophrenia project, it was aimed at articulating the possibility of a “non-fascist life.” For Foucault, Anti-Oedipus asked the question:

“How does one keep from being fascist, even (especially) when one believes oneself to be a revolutionary militant? How do we rid our speech and our acts, our hearts and our pleasures, of fascism? How do we ferret out the fascism that is ingrained in our behaviour? The Christian moralists sought out the traces of the flesh lodged deep within the soul. Deleuze and Guattari, for their part, pursue the slightest traces of fascism in the body” (Foucault 2004: xv).

And as Foucault has it at least, the process through which one might pursue this purging of fascism in ourselves is really very extreme. For instance, he highlights Deleuze & Guattari’s hostility to what we might call the ‘bourgeois’ concept of the individual. Among the prescriptions Foucault gives for living a ‘non-fascist life’, he states:
“Do not demand of politics that it restore the ‘rights’ of the individual, as philosophy has defined them. The individual is the product of power. What is needed is to ‘de-individualize’ by means of multiplication of displacement, diverse combinations. The group must not be the organic bond uniting hierarchized individuals, but a constant generator of de-individualization” (Foucault 2004: xvi).

But now of course one must think here: hold up. You’re telling me I should stop demanding individual rights. But surely one of the biggest problems associated with ‘fascism’ is that the overmighty, ‘fascist’ states is itself very hostile (to say the least) to the rights of individuals. Even if our present, rights-based legal system is far from perfect: individuals rights are in many ways, we must think, a great defence against power. In other words, if you’re telling me that it’s ‘fascist’ to act politically as an individual (e.g. against the state), you had better have a damn good reason. And the problem, ultimately, is that Deleuze & Guattari aren’t really able to give one. After all: the demand that one justify one’s assertions normatively is itself (as they see things) a vestige of the kind of ‘negative’ philosophical discourse they are attempting to force their way beyond (this is why it is so hard to put them in conversation with other philosophers: they’re not interested in justice; they’re not interested in truth). Normative justification? Well that’s just so much ‘arborescence’.
“Do not use thought to ground a political practice in Truth; nor political action to discredit, as mere speculation, a line of thought. Use political practice as an intensifier of thought, and analysis as a multiplier of the forms and domains for the intervention of political action” (Foucault 2004: xv-xvi).

Deleuze & Guattari’s radical rejection of the established norms of philosophical justification thus threatens to collapse into a sort of nihilism: as Peter Hallward has argued, Deleuze’s thought seems to lack much, if any, friction with the material conditions of the world as it actually exists (Hallward 2006: 162). While Deleuze & Guattari do honestly seem to believe that the conceptual ‘tools’ they are giving us are ones which have an emancipatory purpose – and, correlatively, that applying established norms of philosophical justification to their ideas would work against their fundamentally emancipatory tendency – one might nonetheless object that Deleuze & Guattari’s ideas have been put to ‘fascist’ use themselves: see their co-option, detailed by Eyal Weizman, by the Israeli military (Weizman 2007: 187, 200). Deleuze & Guattari’s philosophy is broadly anti-humanistic, in keeping with the spirit of French philosophy at the time – and this is the mistake, ultimately, of any anti-humanism: the forgetting that we are material beings who are limited by our stomachs, bowels, and various other vital organs. The fact that our nature might be thought to provide a limit beyond which anyone ought quite to go.
Midgley, by contrast, seems to my mind to avoid this problem, without committing any fallacies of ‘arborescence’. Midgley’s image of the bush, in fact, is associated explicitly with a form of ethical humanism – which I have already quoted her as laying claim to above.
“Humanity is for us a term that quite rightly sums up all that we have to value and aim at. It signals our own area of the bush” (Midgley 2002: 153).

While there remains at least some debate as to the nature of Midgley’s ethics,
 this quote indicates what we must, I think, recognise as the central prescription of Midgley’s ethics (or at any rate: the central prescription that she would give to creatures like us): “live a good human life.” We are a certain animal, that has a certain evolutionary history, and so has certain needs, certain desires, certain inclinations… we should strive to balance, and to fulfil, these inclinations (Midgley 2002: 56, 248-251). Our reason, as Midgley has it, has evolved to help us to do this (Midgley 2002: 257).

But of course this means that Midgley’s ethics is still basically quite non-prescriptive and open-ended: in seeking to answer the question, ‘what is a good human life?’, one might best, I think, specify a range of examples. I might simply think of the ‘happiest guy I know’, for instance: perhaps someone who feels fulfilled by their work; who clearly deeply in love with their spouse; who has two lovely, healthy children. But then equally I might think of someone else I know, who does a very difficult but socially vital job, who doesn’t have much of a life outside of his work, but who is constantly working to make the world a better place through their self-sacrifice. I might think of someone who came from a very troubled background, who has managed to find some semblance of happiness and security; I might think of someone who isn’t a particularly nice person, but transcends this by being a brilliant artist. While Midgley’s ethics is rooted normatively in some conception of human nature, then, her thinking is hardly essentialist in any way: of course we share a certain species-being, but we are all of us free, relatively speaking, to interpret the human condition for ourselves. Our humanity limits us, of course, but as a kind of minimum: our nature is a sort of basic limit (to return to an image from a few paragraphs above, these limits perhaps are the limits of our guts: thought might range as free as you like, but at some point you’re going to need to eat, or whatever else).
Significantly then, what this means is that Midgley is able to articulate a form of ethical humanism on which there is no need to posit what we might call some notion of the ‘essential human good’: a ‘good’ that is transcendent of the actual, ever-changing nature we stand within. Meanwhile, Midgley’s ethics also avoids ‘arborescence’ in its refusal of all forms of hierarchy. The human good, such as it is, is the good for us: her humanism, as she sees it, precisely should not dictate that we see a chimp (for instance) as a sort of defective human being (Midgley 2002: 153). As Midgley states in closing Beast and Man, the chief job of any humanism is, as she sees it, to “to understand and save man” (Midgley 20002: 350). But humanists go wrong when they attempt to do this by segregating humanity, somehow, from the rest of nature. We are constantly and only just one part of it. “Man can neither be understood nor saved alone” (Midgley 2002: 350).

To attempt to bring this all full circle in some way. The difference between Midgley and Deleuze & Guattari on this score might well be cashed out in terms of the difference between the imagery of the ‘rhizome’ and the ‘bush’. The bush, of course, is not a tree: it has no single direction of growth. Nonetheless, its structure is when compared with that of a rhizome a lot more linear: as Midgley points out, one might work one’s way along the branches of a bush, and be confident that one is going in a particular direction: one does not ‘progress’ along the stems of a rhizome in any way at all, one simply moves from place to place. We are thus here comparing an image which allows for a multiplicity of different forms of progress (towards no particular goal), with one which makes a nonsense of ‘progress’ as such. Meanwhile, the rhizome is subterranean, whereas the bush grows above ground. The purpose of the rhizome is thus perhaps essentially obscure: that of the bush is more readily apparent to observers. In my view then, these differences between bush and rhizome should be seen as indicative of the ‘bush’ imagery’s relative philosophical strengths. Deleuze & Guattari provide us with a compelling critique of ‘arborescent’ knowledge – but can ultimately give no reason why one might wish to follow them in their positive project (beyond, perhaps, aesthetic taste). Midgley, by contrast, is able to provide a critique of ‘arborescent’ thinking which nonetheless retains a solid enough, if also open-ended and non-prescriptive, sense of what we are.

Conclusion
Above, I quoted Thomas Nagel as claiming that Midgley is “less interesting philosophically” than the other Quartet thinkers, on the grounds that her work “does not grapple with the hardest conceptual problems about the content and structure of morality, and whether there is such a thing as moral truth.” It is my hope that, over the course of this paper, the egregiousness of this assessment will have become apparent. 
It is, frankly, ridiculous to see Midgley as someone failing to grapple with the most difficult conceptual problems about the nature and structure of morality: as we have seen, Midgley’s Beast and Man can be seen to represent (among other things) an answer to the fundamental moral problems Nagel indicates that is, in my view, both novel and compelling. And not only that: this answer, I have suggested, might help us somehow bridge the gap which still exists between French post-structuralism and the Anglophone mainstream. Midgley, indeed, can be read as someone who, effectively, beat the post-structuralists at their own game: by reading Midgley through Deleuze & Guattari, we can see her as someone who managed (albeit inadvertently) to incorporate much of what is compelling about their thought (their critique of hierarchies of knowledge, their critique of transcendence, their practical orientation towards philosophy), while avoiding the collapse into nihilism their totalising radicalism can seem to invite.
Far from Midgley’s working being, then, at best a sort of annex to that of the other Quartet thinkers, the comparison I have explored in this paper suggests an extraordinary philosophical fertility. If we want to develop better and more interesting responses to the ‘hardest conceptual problems about the content and structure of morality’, then in my view we had better start taking Mary Midgley seriously.
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� For my purposes here, in what follows I will largely treat ‘Deleuze & Guttari’ as a single author, and thus often refer to the pair as if they were a single figure (who both, for instance, thought exactly the same things). If I am honest, this decision has largely been motivated by grammatical ease. But it might also be considered methodologically sound: Deleuze & Guattari themselves suggest that their intention, in authoring their books together, has been to reach “not the point where one no longer says I, but the point where it is no longer of any importance whether one says I. We are no longer ourselves. Each will know his own. We have been aided, inspired, multiplied” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004: 3-4).


� The one exception to this particular rule is A.W. Moore, whose mammoth The Evolution of Modern Metaphysics treats Deleuze (the solo Deleuze, admittedly: Moore’s emphasis is not on the collaborative works with Guattari) as a thinker of great consequence, whose contribution to metaphysics ought (in Moore’s view) to be seen to point the way to how metaphysical questions might best be asked, and answered, today (Moore 2011: 542ff). I find it disappointing that, in the decade and a half since Moore’s study was published, no-one has really seemed to pick up that particular torch and ran with it.


� It has been argued that the concept of ‘rhizome’, like the related concept ‘plateau’, was drawn directly from the work of the anthropologist Gregory Bateson (see Shaw 2015).


� It would of course be wrong to identify Deleuze & Guattari’s project (affirmative, anti-dialectical) with that of the negativist neo-Hegelian Adorno. But on this score I find them very similar, and the comparison illuminating: I invoke Adorno’s work to fill in in something that I fear remains, in Deleuze & Guattari’s own text, a bit of a blank.


� Note that Midgley herself is not hostile to all forms of ‘teleology’. For instance she associates a quite different, much more ‘immanentist’ form of teleology with Aristotle himself. “The word teleology, however, does not cover just conscious human purposes but the whole of function. Aristotle, who first worked out this form of explanation, never thought of it as arising from the purposes of a creative god – an idea quite alien to Greek thought. He used it simply for the kind of questioning which asks what particular things are for – what they do for the organism that owns them, what is their telos, their end or aim in the context where they belong. As he pointed out, this kind of reasoning is so indispensable in biology, and the aims it seeks are usually so obvious, that no other way of thinking can displace it. It is simply a fact that all organisms constantly strive towards their own survival, their health, their well-being, their general fulfilment and their reproduction” (Midgley 2011: 556). Midgley is anti-telelogy insofar as teleological explanation might tend towards ‘arborescence’, but entirely welcoming of teleology if it manages to avoid it.


� The title, to be clear, is a literal translation from the French: ‘Qu’est-ce que la philosophie?’


� Midgley’s book might thus also bear out Deleuze & Guattari’s observation that “the question what is philosophy? can perhaps be posed only late in life, with the arrival of old age and the time for speaking concretely” (Deleuze & Guattari 1994: 1) – although of course Midgley’s books, unlike Deleuze’s, where all written when she was either approaching or past retirement age: Beast and Man, her first, came out when she was almost 60.


� For instance: Ellie Robson has argued we should read Midgley as a sort of neo-Aristotelian ethical naturalist (Robson 2024); I have contested this view (Whyman 2026).
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