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When Deleuze wishes to provide a critique
of the transcendental ego, it is Sartre’s early es-
say, The Transcendence of the Ego, that he
turns to in order to justify his move to a con-
ception of the transcendental free from subjec-
tive notions. The aim of this essay is to show
the purpose for which Deleuze uses Sartre’s
critique of Husserl against Kant, and to show
the interrelation between this critique and the
establishment of transcendental empiricism.
Deleuze gives Kant the status of an enemy, a
term that carries with it the full weight of his
estimation of, as well as opposition to the tran-
scendental idealist project. Deleuze’s own
transcendental empiricism rests on the rejec-
tion of two of the fundamental tenets of tran-
scendental idealism, first, the claim that “the
conditions of the object of knowledge must be
the same as the conditions of knowledge,”1 and
its corollary, the necessity of the transcenden-
tal ego in organizing the transcendental field.
Deleuze believes that these two claims in fact
imply one another, so that a rejection of one
forces us also to reject the other. If this is cor-
rect, it would mean that The Transcendence of
the Ego would implicitly contain the major ax-
ioms of the Deleuzian system, particularly the
division between actual states of affairs and
virtual singularities. The aim of this paper is
therefore to outline the structure of the Sartre-
Deleuze argument, and then to show how
Deleuze’s claims are in fact, a little optimistic.

Central to this analysis will be both Sartre
and Deleuze’s responses to Kant, and in partic-
ular to the argument of the transcendental de-
duction. The transcendental deduction is the
centerpiece of the Critique of Pure Reason, at-
tempting to show that experience is grounded
in the categories, transcendental correlates of
the logical structures of judgment. The argu-
ment proceeds by showing that the unity which
is inherent in experience (as shown by the fact
that “it must be possible for the ‘I think’ to ac-
company all my representations.”)2 indicates a
synthetic unity at the transcendental level, and

that this unity can only operate through struc-
tures parallel to those which govern the
judgments of the understanding (as judgment
itself generates unities in the form of proposi-
tions). Thus, for Kant, the transcendental field
is individuated (it contains a transcendental
ego) and structured in a way which parallels
the empirical world (the categories are derived
from the functions of judgment). For Sartre,
the difficulty with this argument is that it fails
to recognize the possibility of the object itself
providing the grounds for the unity of experi-
ence, thus Sartre will take issue with the need
for the ‘I think’ having a transcendental corre-
late. Deleuze, on the other hand, is opposed to
any form of individuation of the transcenden-
tal field, arguing that if the transcendental field
is individuated, the question of the genesis of
form itself becomes impossible to deal with, as
it is already presupposed within the transcen-
dental field. Deleuze presents this move as a
move from transcendental idealism to a form
of transcendental empiricism, as the
conditions of experience now lie outside of a
subject.

In reconstructing a move from Transcen-
dental Idealism to Transcendental Empiricism
through Sartre’s critique of the Transcendental
Ego3, there are three difficulties that must be
overcome. First, there is the schematic nature
of the references to Sartre in Deleuze’s writ-
ings. Whilst Deleuze credits Sartre with pro-
viding a “decisive”4 critique of the notion of a
transcendental subject, Deleuze provides al-
most no commentary on the text itself. This
presents difficulties as the text, as it stands, is
not overtly critical of Kant, its target rather be-
ing the Transcendental Ego of Husserl. Sec-
ond, although Sartre’s essay is clearly aimed at
a Husserlian conception of the ego, Sartre’s in-
tention in this essay is not to critique phenom-
enology itself. His statement that “all the re-
sults of phenomenology begin to crumble if
the I is not, by the same title as the world, a rel-
ative existent,”5 is followed by an attempt to re-
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configure the transcendental ego in order to
give it such a nature, and in the process to pre-
serve the results in question. Given Deleuze’s
hostility to the phenomenological project in
general, we must ask how he is able to make
use of this argument by the self-proclaimed
savior of the phenomenological tradition.
Third, Deleuze takes it for granted that Sartre’s
essay ends in failure, that “it is not more possi-
ble to preserve for [the transcendental field]
the form of consciousness”6 than it is to pre-
serve the I. In order for Deleuze to put the argu-
ment to his own use it must also therefore be
the case that what Sartre discovers is not a
problem specific to the structure of phenomen-
ology, but a general problem, or at least a prob-
lem that is applicable to other systems contain-
ing certain functional analogues. From a
purely phenomenological angle, Kant cannot
be the target of Sartre’s critique, as the critical
structures discovered by Kant in the transcen-
dental deduction have no place in a philosophy
of description such as phenomenology, and it
is for this reason that Kant is excluded from
Sartre’s discussion. While Sartre may claim
that the standard view of Kant, as positing an
existent transcendental ego, comes from the
failure of the neo-Kantian movement to sepa-
rate questions of validity from those of fact,7

claims that the transcendental ego “does not
bind up the unity of phenomena”8 would be
very difficult to reconcile with any reading of
the transcendental deduction.

For Kant, the identity of the conditions for
the object and the conditions for knowledge of
the object is guaranteed by the fact that it is the
transcendental unity of apperception which al-
lows the categories to condition the object
such that the understanding can know it. Thus,
the rules governing consciousness necessarily
also cover the objects for consciousness. From
a transcendental perspective, what conscious-
ness desires to “know” is already within con-
sciousness. Once the phenomenological con-
cept of intentionality is seen as one of the
primary characteristics of consciousness, con-
sciousness becomes essentially “conscious-
ness of” the object, as opposed to the Kantian
consciousness that is a container for represen-
tations. On this conception of consciousness, it
is therefore possible to study the object in its
own right. The object stands transcendent to
consciousness, and is thereby governed by its

own conditions, which are the subject matter
of the phenomenological method.9 Further-
more, as Husserlian phenomenology does not
presuppose that the object is a function of the
understanding, the Kantian transcendental
analysis is replaced by a pure description, free
from all assumptions, of the object. The point
at issue between Sartre and Husserl in this es-
say is whether a Husserlian phenomenology
presupposes the transcendental ego for the
same reasons that it is required within the
Kantian system, namely to create a point from
which various moments of consciousness can
engage in various acts of apprehension, yet
still maintain a coherent unity. If this function
is necessary, then phenomenology once again
returns to the situation of an internal synthesis.
If consciousness emanated from a transcen-
dental ego, we would need to explain how it
would be possible for such a consciousness to
make contact with the object, which is funda-
mentally other to it. Husserl’s solution to this
seemingly intractable problem is to presup-
pose a medium that shares the properties of
both consciousness and the object, which can
thereby communicate between the object and
the consciousness. Such a medium, or hyle,
undercuts the fundamental doctrine of phe-
nomenology, “To the things themselves,” as
now consciousness is consciousness not of an
object, but instead of the representation of the
object through the hyle. Furthermore, in the
work of Husserl, the hyle is a function of
consciousness, returning us precisely to the
theory of contained representations as put
forward by Kant.

This probably explains why Sartre’s article
begins with a reference to the transcendental
deduction. Kant’s statement that “the I think
must be able to accompany all my representa-
tions”10 raises the issue that whilst the I must be
able to accompany our representations, is this
because the I makes possible the unity of our
representations, or rather is it the case that our
representations are structured in such a way
that it is always possible to prefix an I Think to
them?11 What Sartre is instead considering is
the possibility that the unity of our representa-
tions is not caused by the transcendental ego,
but that, if this unity can be grounded by some
other means, this does not exclude the possi-
bility of the “I think” accompanying all of our
representations. In fact, it would make it possi-
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ble, as it would form the set of representations
to which the ‘I think’ is applied. As we have
said, consciousness is always consciousness of
an object, and thus is a relation to a particular
object, as well as a particular mode of thinking
of this object. An individual will naturally be
conscious of a variety of different objects,
states of affairs and events, which raises an im-
portant problem for the Husser l ian
phenomenologist, namely how these fragmen-
tary experiences in disparate locations and at
disparate times can be attributed to the same
individual. The transcendental ego is intro-
duced to solve this problem, as a structure from
which acts of consciousness emanate both
guarantees the unity of these acts, as continuity
is provided from their common source, and
also provides personality, as these acts, though
individually replaceable, form a coherent
whole nonetheless, within the transcendental
ego. Thus, the role of the transcendental ego,
as unifying consciousness, plays functionally
the same role as the transcendental unity of
apperception within the Kantian system.
Sartre rejects this reason for the transcendental
ego on the grounds that unity can be supplied
by consciousness itself, and therefore doesn’t
provide a necessary reason for its existence.

We can answer the question of the unity of
consciousness by pointing to the unity of the
object, which does not itself require a subject
to make its unity possible. Consciousness
“unifies itself through escaping itself.”12 That
is, the unity comes from the order present in
the object which is transcendent to conscious-
ness. Thus the roll of a dice unifies conscious-
ness through the necessary relations between
its faces as it progressively gives itself to con-
sciousness. The chaos of consciousness itself
also participates in this unity through the re-
tention of previous experiences. The ego is not
needed to unify consciousness as acts of
consciousnesses themselves transverse one
another in such a way as to provide a
decentered unity. Rather than emanating from
a central point, they are interwoven in such a
way as to make this central spoke redundant.
We can further say that rather than unifying the
phenomenal world, transcendental conscious-
ness would instead lead to its fragmentation, as
the transcendental functions slice through the
temporally unified field. Such a function

would in fact destroy the unity, rather than
being its precondition.

For Kant, whilst the transcendental unity of
apperception is a formal unity, as Sartre well
recognises, this formal unity is in fact the foun-
dation for the synthesis of experience, and for
judgments of experience. As the act of judging
requires a synthesis on the part of the subject,
the relation of concepts presupposes the syn-
thesizing ability of the transcendental unity of
apperception. Using Husserl’s notion of con-
sciousness as an intending towards the con-
cept, the transcendental ego is no longer neces-
sary as that which grounds the act of judging.
Concepts are intended towards, and justified,
not by the a priori synthesis of the ego itself,
but by this spontaneous act of consciousness
itself. With this recognition, it is possible to re-
interpret the nature of this formal requirement
put forward by Kant. Kant’s concept of synthe-
sis as being enacted by the subject validates the
notion of a subject. For Sartre, once he has
shown the possibility of consciousness unify-
ing itself without the necessity of a pre-exist-
ing subject, this formal condition can become
one, not of a transcendental presupposition of
consciousness, but rather of an implication of
the unity of consciousness. The transversal
strands of consciousness provide this unity,
and it is this unity of consciousness that per-
mits the attribution of the “I.” Thus, for Sartre,
it is the unity of consciousness that forms the
transcendental field, a consciousness which is
impersonal through the removal of the concept
of the “I” from its foundational role. The ego
still exists, but is now a unity on the same level
as any other object to which consciousness
relates. It is a formal unity produced by the
unity of consciousness.

Sartre lays out the implications of the rejec-
tion of the transcendental ego as a series of four
consequences. These consequences form the
conditions for the Deleuzian transcendental
field, and are thus the conditions for a tran-
scendentally structured empiricism:13

First, the transcendental field becomes im-
personal, or, if you like, pre-personal, with-
out an I.
Second, the I only appears at the level of
humanity, and is only one aspect of the me,
the active aspect.

PHILOSOPHY TODAY                                               SPEP SUPPLEMENT 2006

128



Third, the I Think can accompany our rep-
resentations because it appears as the foun-
dation of unity which it did not help to cre-
ate; rather, this prior unity makes the I
Think possible.
Fourth, one may ask if personality (even
the abstract personality of an I) is a neces-
sary accompaniment of consciousness,
and if one cannot conceive of absolutely
impersonal consciousnesses.14

These premises are almost sufficient to outline
the major structures of the Deleuzian transcen-
dental system. The conditions for objects and
the conditions for the knowledge of objects
can no longer be identical precisely because
the transcendental field is not quantitatively
identical with the field of empirical states of
affairs. This is because the I, which exists at
the level of the empirical, or the human, no
longer finds a transcendental correlate. The
difference in structure between the two fields
is also made apparent by Sartre’s notion of the
personal. The personal does not apply simply
so a certain level of acculturation at the level of
humanity, or a level of differentiation between
different Is within the empirical world, but in-
stead to a form of structure. The I has its per-
sonality “however formal, however abstract
one may suppose it to be.”15 Thus, personal be-
comes a signifier for the structures of the natu-
ral attitude. We must also note that it is not just
the I which does not occur on the transcenden-
tal field, but in fact all objectivity falls away.
“The ego is a noematic rather than noetic en-
tity. A tree or a chair exist no differently.”16

From this statement, we can universalize the
result of Sartre’s analysis of the ego on this
point, as we may have suspected from the reli-
ance of the concept of the transcendental ob-
ject on the subject revealed by the transcen-
dental deduction. These implications of course
find their phenomenological description in La
Nausée, and we can see here the Bergsonian
influence. Whilst the empirical field may be
structured in accordance with a transitional
logic of states of affairs, the transcendental
field is now non-objectival. There can be no
direct correlation between what synthesizes
and what are the results of these syntheses. As
Deleuze will say in relation to his own project,

“it does not suffice to say of the foundation that
it is another matter—it is also another
geography, without being another world.”17

The first three implications of Sartre’s cri-
tique define the general conditions that
Deleuze claims a transcendental empiricism
must meet. The fourth, however, is rather a
question, as to whether consciousness itself is
impersonal or personal, or rather, whether it
exists at the level of the transcendental, or the
empirical. To this question, Sartre will answer
that it is impersonal, as the noematic existence
of the I allows all content to be placed within
this personalized structure, allowing con-
sciousness to become fully impersonal. If con-
sciousness is without content, the problem of
Husserl, of how the transcendental ego could
come into contact with the things themselves is
dissolved, as we no longer have the interaction
of two substances, as consciousness is now en-
tirely empty. Consciousness is now free to re-
turn once again to the things themselves. For
Deleuze, the answer to this question will be
that it is personal, as what is important for him
is not that the transcendental field is pre-per-
sonal, but that it is pre-individual. That is, that
what is logically prior to all individualised
states of affairs is not itself individuated. Con-
sciousness, whilst lacking content, is still an
individual. It is like a point in a geometrical
space that automatically brings with it the axes
through which it is specified. Thus, Deleuze’s
critique of Sartre will invert the normal line of
attack. Whereas Merleau-Ponty critiques
Sartre’s concept of consciousness as being too
minimal to allow any relation to Being to be es-
tablished, Deleuze argues that the concept of
consciousness is already too full, thus
imparting an illegitimate structure to the
transcendental field.

The Sartrean view must in the end be re-
jected due to the strength of its assertions re-
garding the synthetic powers of objects them-
selves. For Sartre, it is this series of objects
within the world which allow consciousness to
synthesize itself, thus removing the need for a
transcendental ego standing behind conscious-
ness. Consciousness is individuated and uni-
fied by this series of objects within the world.
Sartre believed by this that he had also solved
some ancillary problems relating to the tran-
scendental ego, namely the problems of con-
crete action within the world, and of solipsism
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created by the transcendental ego’s necessary
withdrawal from the world. In fact the pres-
ence of others within the world will in the end
destroy the innocence of the transcendental
field for Sartre, through the discovery of the
synthetic role of consciousness itself, as we
can see in Sartre’s discussion of our encounters
with others in the section of Being and Noth-
ingness entitled “The Look.” Thus, although
the two consciousnesses share the same tran-
scendental field, each one asserts his own right
to be an individual, and this struggle between
individuals itself takes place within the tran-
scendental field. Each has the potential to “dis-
integrate” the other’s relations to the world
through “the unfolding about itself of its own
distances.”18 This means that I see the other as a
part of the transcendental field, but as a part
which individuates itself through the particu-
lar relations it holds to the world about it. The
look is the attempt by each consciousness to
subsume the other within its own synthesis of
the transcendental field. The disintegration is
literally the failure of this synthesis. The tran-
scendental field therefore allows of the possi-
bility of multiple different syntheses. This is to
say that consciousness is not merely an indi-
viduating, but also a personalized presence
within the transcendental field (synthesis are
multiple and depend on the particular con-
sciousness). As this contradicts the first impli-
cation of the removal of the transcendental
ego, we can now see that what guarantees the
pre-personal nature of the transcendental field
is precisely that it is also pre-individual. This
result is fully recognized by Sartre, for whom
this dynamic personalization of the transcen-
dental field answers questions left open within
the Transcendence of the Ego, but still involves
a radical move away from the project Deleuze
is proposing.19 We have therefore seen the rea-
sons Sartre wishes to remove the notion of the
transcendental Ego. Deleuze is much more of a
classical metaphysician than Sartre, and
therefore the implications he takes from the
depersonalization of the transcendental field
are very different from those of Sartre.

For Kant, the theses of the transcendental
unity of apperception and the identity of the
conditions for knowledge of an object and the
conditions of an object themselves imply one
another. What Deleuze takes from Sartre’s
analysis of the transcendental ego is that its po-

sition within the transcendental field can no
longer be upheld. “The task of a philosophy
which does not wish to fall into the traps of
consciousness and the cogito is to purge the
transcendental field of all resemblance.”20 Fol-
lowing from Kant’s theory of judgment, we
can state that the rejection of the subject means
that the logic of the transcendental field cannot
be that of a subject-predicate structure. For
Kant, in order for a judgment to be made of an
object, what is required is for the representa-
tions of the object to be subsumed to form a
judgment, thus, the statement “All metals are
heavy” requires the subsumption of the repre-
sentations of “heaviness” under that of
“metal.” Whilst the judgment itself is based on
the reciprocal determination of these terms
through the structure of the subordination of
the predicate to the subject, the two terms,
predicate and subject, are still, in themselves,
fully determined. Thus, in order for them to be
synthesized, it is necessary that they be held
together through a function that remains out-
side of them. This function, for Kant, is the “I
think,” which remains constant through its ap-
plication to different elements, thus allowing,
through its attachment to these concepts, an el-
ement of homogeneity to enter into them, thus
overcoming their intrinsic heterogeneity. Re-
moving the transcendental ego from the pro-
cess of synthesis therefore will require a new
model of the way in which the elements of a
representation can both exist prior to the
subject whilst retaining the possibility of their
synthesis.

Deleuze argues that without the possibility
of a new logic, philosophy has been led to con-
sider the foundation of the world in terms of
two alternatives. On the one hand the “su-
preme I,” which relates either to a transcenden-
tal subject, or to an absolute Being, and on the
other, the undifferentiated abyss. That is to say,
in explaining the existence of a subject-predi-
cate structure of states of affairs, it has gener-
ally been considered that either this subject-
predicate structure must prefigure that of the
empirical world, or that the ground must itself
be indeterminate. Thus for Kant, the parallel-
ism between the transcendental and empirical
is justified through the necessity of a transcen-
dental field, and at the same time the belief that
if this field is to be structured, it must be struc-
tured analogously to the empirical. The lack of
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a belief in an alternative form of differentiation
therefore justifies this parallelism by ruling out
any other possibilities. In transcendental ideal-
ism, the finite subject determines the complete
set of possible subject-predicate relations
through the table of judgements. Whilst the
subject may be finite, his understanding is syn-
thetic, which allows all possible permutations
to be related to the pure subject-object struc-
ture of the transcendental field. This is for
Deleuze merely a variation on the traditional
metaphysical concept of God, who as a perfect
being contains all possible predicates. In this
case, the supreme subject is infinite, and so it
forms an analytic unity, possibility already be-
ing encompassed in its perfection. In this
model, the subject predicate structure of God
leads to a parallel structure in states of affairs
as their properties are derivative of those of
God. Whilst Deleuze recognises that some
philosophers have chosen the model of an un-
differentiated abyss above that of the transcen-
dental/metaphysical models, this abyss has
also always been expressed in terms of subject-
predicate structure. Hence Schopenhauer, for
instance, although recognizing the will as ex-
isting prior to the categories in an undifferenti-
ated form, allows it only to find coherent ex-
pression through the world of representation.
Even Nietzsche, in The Birth of Tragedy, re-
quires Dionysus to speak through Apollo. In
contrast to both these approaches, Deleuze is
looking for a conception of the transcendental
field as both pre-individual, in contrast to the
transcendental and metaphysical philoso-
phers, for whom being is already individuated
at its origin—i.e., already possesses a subject-
predicate structure, and as differentiated, in
contrast to the thinkers of the abyss, for whom
nothing can be said of being, except as it pres-
ents itself in the schematized forms of the phe-
nomenal world. Such a logic moves beyond
the conditioning of the Kantian transcendental
method by explaining the origin, not just of in-
dividual states of affairs, but of the possibility
of any state of affairs whatsoever. This is be-
cause it is an investigation of the possibility of
subject-property structures in general, rather

than just showing how empirical structures are
conditioned by the transcendental field.
Deleuze will say of this logic that it is no lon-
ger “of the form, but neither of the formless: it
is rather of the pure unformed.”21 Form and
formlessness cover the two traditional options
provided by philosophy. The third option
represents the Deleuzian alternative. That
which is unformed in itself, but which is still
determinable. As the unformed will generate
the formed, we can see that there is a
fundamental difference in kind between the
transcendental and the empirical.

The difficulty is that, as it stands, and re-
gardless of Deleuze’s claims for his proof,
Deleuze’s arguments have only established the
possibility of transcendental empiricism. The
structure of his argument runs from the tran-
scendental deduction of Kant, through the re-
jection of its fundamental axiom, the transcen-
dental unity of apperception in Sartre’s work,
to the implications of this rejection, as drawn
out by Deleuze himself. Sartre does indeed re-
ject the transcendental ego, and while this may
be a necessary condition for the move to tran-
scendental empiricism, it proves not to be suf-
ficient. As Deleuze himself will argue, Sartre
replaces the unifying function of the transcen-
dental ego with the individuating function of
consciousness. In effect, while the specific
structures developed by Kant are removed, the
underlying logic remains the same within the
Sartrean system, with the more developed con-
ception of consciousness finally taking the
place to the transcendental uni ty of
apperception found in Kant’s philosophy. This
is perhaps not so surprising when we consider
Sartre’s fundamental axiom, that conscious-
ness is always consciousness of x. The impli-
cation of this is that neither consciousness nor
its correlate can exist independently of the
other, paralleling the celebrated result of Kant
himself. The import of this is that Sartre’s cri-
tique of Kant, whilst providing the grounds for
a move away from the concept of a transcen-
dental ego, does not warrant the radical
rejection of the structural relations within the
transcendental field proposed by Deleuze.
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