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Introduction: Guattari De-leuzed?

When people talk about ‘Deleuze’ they are often referring to Deleuze and Guattari, and in even the most dependable of books on their work the latter is often relegated to the role of collaborator or colleague. However, this fact is perhaps unsurprising. Thanks in part to the reticence that each writer displayed in fully articulating their working relationship (often claiming that they were one philosophical machine rather than two people) and also to Guattari’s own reputation as an agent provocateur rather than a dedicated and methodical intellectual (the French media dubbing him ‘Mr. Anti’), his work has been overshadowed by Gilles Deleuze’s since the beginning of their collaboration in the early 1970s.

As you will see by the end of this book, however, Felix Guattari’s ideas are of major importance not only to Deleuze and Guattari but to twenty-first-century culture – especially visual cultures such as television, cinema, art and architecture. Guattari was a diverse and impassioned thinker writing on a wide-ranging series of subjects, from institutional psychiatry to Japanese architecture, from photography to metalwork and from the attraction of Nazism to the sex lives of Martians! Guattari was a revolutionary, but a revolutionary for the twenty-first century. He believed in what he termed ‘molecular revolutions’, small acts of rebellion and change that (if carried out on a wide enough scale) could transform the world. He was interested in spontaneous acts of mini-transformation that expressed the desire of both the individual and the group as a way of providing a more authentic counter-argument to capitalist culture. The late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries saw a series of such acts: the flowers laid at Buckingham Palace after the death of Princess Diana, the public displays of affection in New York during the power loss after 9/11, and the spontaneous dancing of Michael Jackson fans in city centres after his funeral. All of these are testament to the human propensity for molecular revolution, an idea that was most certainly Guattari’s.

As we shall look at in this book, Guattari saw in these acts a new form of consciousness, one that had remarkable power and that could potentially engender great political and psychological change. The concepts that he developed in his solo work and in his work with Deleuze, described a society that was only just coming into being. Ideas such as the ‘rhizome’, ‘nomadology’, ‘machinic heterogenesis’ and ‘schizoanalysis’ are more easily understood in an age of the internet, global terrorism and media simulacra than the period in which Guattari was writing. His death in 1992 meant that he never really saw the predictive nature of his ideas coming to fruition. He never got to see just how relevant his philosophy was to become. This book looks at some of these ideas and finds that, despite their obscure-sounding names, they are strangely familiar and remind us of many structures and forms that we have come to take for granted: hypertext, virtual communities, globalisation and ecological protest groups. All of these come close to the ideas put forward by Guattari almost 40 years ago.

Guattari Reframed, then, is an introduction to his thought through the medium of visual culture, but it is also a form of How To guide to living a more philosophically engaged life. Whereas Deleuze was a philosopher in the traditional sense, Guattari was a practising psychiatrist at La Borde clinic in France (an institution he also helped to found when he was only 22 years old). He was also a Marxist and a supporter of a variety of different political groups including the Gay Liberation Front and the Women’s Movement. This meant that his ideas were always connected with the surrounding society and his philosophy always remained relevant, a situation that continues to be the case today. Whereas Deleuze wrote studious and rigorous monographs on Spinoza, Hume, Leibnitz and other philosophers, Guattari wrote on the Gulf War, ecology, drag queens and the working methods of the CIA. His philosophy was experimental but also rigorous, wrestling with certain basic questions that he saw as standing at the heart of what it means to be human: How can we act more responsibly to the weakest in society? How can we combine a respect for the planet with an ethical position on the Third World? How can we treat everyone equally without making everyone the same?

De-leuzing Guattari then, is also an act of reframing and, hopefully, by doing one we also achieve the other. Allowing Guattari the spotlight for a while not only allows us access into one of the most creative and experimental philosophers of the post-war period, but also allows us to trace his lines of influence in the philosophical machine that wrote Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus. In their various interviews, it comes to light that Guattari often provided the raw material for the concepts that Deleuze would later develop; they would swap ideas, exchange letters, borrow concepts from each other and gradually a text would appear. Notions such as the infamous ‘body without organs’ had already appeared in Deleuze’s early works such as The Logic of Sense but, equally, a fascination with group consciousness, the machine and the importance of critical thinking appear in Guattari’s pre-Deleuzian essays that focus mainly on psychiatry and Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis. Understanding Guattari’s solo philosophy then is not about divorcing him from Deleuze, but about asserting his place in their partnership and recognising his influence.

Recently, critics and artists have begun to think about Felix Guattari. This is due to some extent to the proliferation of his work being made available through translation, and perhaps also to the overabundance of texts dedicated to Deleuze. However, it is also an outcome of the realisation that Guattari is becoming more and more relevant. His assertions that simple everyday acts can be both aesthetic and political are finding resonances in cultural life. Whether it is the spray can art of Banksy or the guerrilla happenings of the Improv Everywhere group who inspired hundreds of visitors to London’s Trafalgar Square to simultaneously freeze, artists and ordinary people are becoming engaged in what can only be thought of as molecular revolutions, small everyday rebellions that might just change the world.

A life less ordinary

Pierre-Felix Guattari was born in a working-class suburb of Paris on 30 April 1930. When he was in his teens he joined the burgeoning youth hostelling movement, then a hotbed for left-wing radical thinkers. It was here that he was to meet future influences such as Franz Fanon and most especially Jean Oury. His early education was erratic; he studied pharmacology and philosophy at university but dropped out without ever earning a degree. In the 1950s he joined the communist party and became a political activist and contributed to the underground newspaper Tribune de Discussion .Throughout his life, Guattari would wrestle with the connections between politics and society and try to redefine the opposition between the individual and the collective.

Based on his burgeoning friendship with Oury when he was 22, Guattari helped to found the psychiatric clinic at La Borde (one hour south of Paris) and became involved in institutional psychotherapy. La Borde became famous for its experimental approach to treating the mentally ill, especially those suffering from psychosis. In a small essay in his book Chaosophy, Guattari explains that the techniques he and Oury developed at La Borde (such as the use of art and collective therapy) were intended as antidotes to the dehumanising practices of many institutions throughout Europe. Patients were allowed to express themselves rather than be locked up in padded rooms and were seen as every bit as vital to the running of the hospital as the staff. However, Guattari stated that he wanted La Borde to be thought of in terms of an asylum, with all the traditional values that word entails.

It was in 1962 that Guattari was to meet Jacques Lacan, the second of the three men that would shape his life (the first being Oury, the last being Deleuze). Guattari studied with Lacan for seven years and would constantly engage and rely on his theories. However, their relationship was always a difficult one theoretically. Lacan’s highly Freudian structures failed to fully satisfy the young acolyte, who, even at this stage in his career, was beginning to develop concepts such as schizoanalysis that would attempt to challenge monumental psychoanalytic structures such as the Oedipus complex.

It was this mixture then, of Lacan and Marx, of a belief in the individual and a faith in the group that would characterise Guattari’s entire career. In 1969, however, immediately after the seismic cultural shift that was the May ’68 protests, Guattari met Gilles Deleuze. Deleuze had just received his Doctorat d’État and was by then established as a conscientious philosopher. The two exchanged letters, talked and decided to write what was to become Anti-Oedipus, a text that was like a small explosion in the field of psychiatry and philosophy and would be labelled as
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