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ABSTRACT
At the beginning of his essay ‘Philosophies of the Transindividual: Spinoza, Marx,
Freud’, Balibar [2018] hints at some reasons why he will not be dealing with
Simondon, despite agreeing with the latter’s program of going beyond ‘the meta-
physics of the subject and of substance’ and towards an ‘ontology of relations’. In
what follows I would like to outline Simondon’s concept of transindividuality and
spell out more clearly why Balibar cannot follow Simondon’s trajectory. At the same
time, I suggest a number of socio-political approaches that a specifically Simondonian
concept of transindividuality opens up.
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1. Simondon’s ‘Philosophy of Nature’

Above all, Balibar [2018] takes issue with what we might call Simondon’s
‘philosophy of nature’.1 The latter’s peculiar notion of evolution, in Balibar’s eyes,
risks running into the classical antinomy of determinism and freedom:

his conception would have to allow thinking at one and the same time a growing
complexity of ‘phases’, with the human order emerging from the physical and vital
‘incomplete’ orders which precede it, and the disposition to the collective which,
specifically, is immanent to human relations [ibid.: 6].

Balibar’s concern echoes his previous objection to Engels’ Dialectics of Nature—
to an evolutionism that

retains the idea of the principle of evolution as a passage from inferior to superior, in the
sense of increasing complexity, by shifts at the levels of organisation. Written into this law
is the passage from natural to human history and the differentiation therein (from life to
work, from work to language and consciousness). [Balibar 1994: 108–9]
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1Simondon does not often use the concept of nature and only once in L’Individuation !a la lumi!ere des
notions de forme et d’information does he link this concept explicitly to his (preferred) notion of the
preindividual (see Simondon [1958b: 297]). However, the presentation he gave at the 1960 conference at
the Soci"et"e Française de Philosophie led to a discussion in which he had to defend his ‘philosophy of
nature’ against the objections of distinguished members of his audience. Paul Ricoeur accused him of not
recognising discursive reality, while Gaston Berger argues that by not starting with consciousness one
necessarily lapses into objectivism. For a summary of the debate see Combes [1999: 53–5].
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While Engels drew his evolutionist model from Darwin, Simondon borrows his
genetic schema from physical science: the propagation of a crystalline structure
within a supersaturated solution on the occasion of the insertion of a seed. This
process of ‘transduction’ or gradual structuring presupposes a metastable equilib-
rium; that is, a state rich in potential energy, which can be released through a
minor and contingent event (a shift in the conditions of temperature or pressure,
or the encounter with a miniscule particle), leading to the emergence of a new and
amplified structure. Simondon applies this paradigm, by way of analogy, to proc-
esses of individuation in other domains: the inorganic, the living, and the human.
He thinks of psychosocial reality as a ‘continuation of vital individuation’
[Simondon 1958b: 29].2 While apparently relying on an ontology of univocal rela-
tion, Simondon refuses to give way either to psychology or sociology, or even to
anthropology: the psychic and the social are only abstractions, isolated facts or lim-
ited cases, separated from their real, reciprocal relations: they are not ‘the true
terms of the relation. Only from the viewpoint of consciousness do there exist
these extreme terms, because consciousness needs to apply a hylomorphic scheme,
a couple of clear notions that enclose an obscure relation’ [Simondon 1958b: 304].

While Balibar would agree with Simondon’s critique of the (ideological) separ-
ation between individual and collective and equally emphasise the constitutive rela-
tion that institutes collective ‘selves’ and quasi-individual collectivities, he does
insist on the equivocity of the concept of relation and the necessity of a political
anthropology—this being the second reason he cannot follow Simondon. For
Balibar, the social body is a composite, split into real or rational agreement on the
one hand (Spinoza’s notion of convenientia) and affective or imaginary identifica-
tions on the other (a person’s specific ingenium or collective belonging). Although
he critically positions himself against persistent binaries (such as the opposition
between individual and collective, nature and history, economy and politics, free-
dom and equality, etc.), he holds to the division between the rational and the
affective, the real and the imaginary, materiality and imagination.

Moreover, as a political thinker Balibar reflects on political transformations and
historical experience in order to think the body politic: it is necessary to analyse
the historical relationship between the economic and the political, between modes
of production and the state with its imposition of cohesion and order. While the
transindividual, for Balibar, describes a process that relates the individual and the
collective in terms of complete reciprocity, this process is nonetheless characterized
by irreducible antagonisms, conflicts or class struggles, which cannot be addressed
in purely ontogenetic terms. Simondon seems to obscure the properly social and
political problematic by drawing psychosocial reality directly from a philosophy of
nature. We may then ask, paraphrasing Balibar’s [1994: 110] objection to Engels,
whether Simondon’s philosophy is fundamentally flawed by its taking up the per-
spective of an overall energetics that springs not from historical, political experi-
ence but from physical science. Does the reliance on a pre-existing logic of
individuation result in a supra-historical thought that floats free of specifically pol-
itical problems?

I want to argue that Simondon’s ‘philosophy of nature’ can accommodate polit-
ics precisely because his evolutionary model is not one of linear, teleological

2All translations are mine, DV.
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progression departing from nature understood as creative reservoir entailing the
disposition to social life. The reading that I will suggest avoids foundational ontol-
ogy in favour of a transcendental, or indeed, quasi-transcendental, philosophy.
‘Quasi-transcendental’ here designates indefinitely variable, real conditions (not
simply Kantian transcendental conditions that render objective experience possible)
for the emergence of new structures—in other words, transcendental problematic
fields that precede any resolute action. Key here will be in what sense emergence
or action can be rigorously thought as escaping complete determination while still
being tied to its conditions, and indeed in what sense this itself may not simply
repeat the dualism that Balibar mentions between determinism and freedom in the
form of a distinction between simple mineral reiteration and complex selection of
life. For Simondon, at least, the possibility of genuine emergence is coherent des-
pite the dependence of the transindividual on the preindividual, while at the same
time this does not fall back into another figure of ‘undetermined’ freedom.

The argument hinges on the precise sense of the preindividual, and as Alberto
Toscano [2007: 2–3] has shown, there exist at least three possible readings of this
concept. One would be a naturalist reading (proposed by Paolo Virno), explaining
the preindividual in terms of fundamental generic capacities of neotenic human
nature, characterized by a lack of instinctual determination and a life-long practice
of learning and forming habits. Muriel Combes [1999: 26] provides a relational
reading, for which the preindividual is the immanent cause of the transindividual,
the latter being a ‘relation of relations’ that entwines psychic and collective indi-
viduation. The preindividual is conceived as an intimate common zone of affective
life, which provides the metastable ground for the transindividual to emerge. In
both cases, Toscano argues, the preindividual is identified with something given
in advance, either neotenic human nature or a sort of affective commonality.
The third reading, elaborated by Gilles Deleuze [1966: 87], which I term
‘transcendental’, focuses on Simondon’s logic of disparation: the metastable state of
preindividual being is one of difference, disparity, ‘disparation’. Transcendental
conditions are real differential relations, that is, relations between initially incom-
possible series that provide the conditions of a problem. The solution is not given
in advance but springs forth from the coupling of the disparate series. Obviously,
everything hinges here on how convincingly this ‘springing forth’ can be distin-
guished from simple causal production. Simondon’s underlying conception of
causality is at least not a straightforward linear, mechanistic model; instead he
describes an immanent structural causality that operates through varying spatio-
temporal dynamisms.

In terms of the non-living and the living, for instance, or the non-human and
the human, Simondon is careful to distinguish different ‘chrono-topologies’ of indi-
viduation. While the individuating activity of the crystal in the mother liquid
occurs only at the outer limit, adding layer upon layer, a simple organism ‘lives at
the limit, on its borders’ [Simondon 1958b: 224], that is, at its membrane. Here,
life enacts its characteristic polarity in the form of a differentiation between inter-
iority and exteriority: ‘the membrane is polarised; it lets one element pass in a
centripetal or centrifugal direction, while opposing the passage of another element’
[ibid.: 224]. In this way, the order of interiority communicates with the order of
the exterior milieu, the relation of which produces ‘a dynamic topology, which
maintains metastability’ [ibid.: 225]. This dynamic topology also has a temporal
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aspect, since the living being can modify its internal structures in anticipation of
future possibilities.

While the growth of the crystal happens only by the reiteration of a ‘periodic
structure’ [ibid.: 95], the living being is able to create its own chrono-topologies
through the folding of the membrane and the modulation of the polarising and
selecting function. What is involved is thus a sort of self-conditioning of the living
being, in Simondon’s words,

the resolution of a problem, which cannot be resolved according to anterior givens, because
they have no common axiomatic: the individual is the self-constitution of a topology of
being that resolves an anterior incompatibility through the apparition of a new systematic;
what was tension and incompatibility becomes functional structure [ibid.: 256–7].

The ‘anterior incompatibility’ is a system of conditions involving the interior
and exterior milieus, two disparate series brought to communicate by a chance
encounter and producing an unlivable state that demands a solution.

For Simondon, the living being is essentially a ‘problematic being’ [ibid.: 29]: it
is simultaneously an ‘element in a problematic greater than its own being’, as well
as the agent and theatre of an ‘interior problematic’ [ibid.], which requires a solu-
tion through the invention of new internal structures. By understanding individu-
ation as the solution to a problematic that consists of a metastable field
differentiated into unequal and disparate orders of magnitude, it is possible to con-
ceive Simondon’s model of ‘evolution’ as a more open, irregular and unforeseeable
process, progressing at least partially by discontinuities and leaps. The solution to a
problem never pre-exists but springs from a chance coupling of the problem condi-
tions. The outcome, moreover, is not always a new amplified structure, but may
also be the regression to a more primitive state: Simondon thinks both individu-
ation and disindividuation.

The notion of the problem also figures prominently in his discussion of the
advent of psychic and psychosocial reality. ‘The entry to psychic existence manifests
itself essentially in the apparition of a new, higher, and more difficult problematic,
which cannot find any veritable solution in the properly defined interior of the living
being’ [ibid.: 165]. However, this new problematic does not set the psychic individual
completely apart from the living: the psychic individual is not a new type of individ-
ual, but rather a living being with psychic problems (such as the fluctuation of
affects). Simondon goes on to show that psychic life poses ‘a fundamental disparation
between the perceptive problematic and the affective problematic’ [ibid.: 167], which
for him cannot be overcome if the psychic individual remains on an intra-individual
level. It ‘resolves the disparation of its internal problematic only in the manner that
it participates in the individuation of the collective’ [ibid.]. The way that this can
happen, however, involves processes of disadaptation and dedifferentiation (for
example, the regression to a state of anxiety) and it is by no means guaranteed that
the psyche will open up to a transindividual relation.

[T]he very notion of finality, applied to this coming-into-being, appears inadequate since
one can indeed find limited finalities within this coming-into-being (search for food,
defence against destructive forces), but there is no unique and superior end that one could
superimpose on all aspects of evolution in order to coordinate them and account for their
orientation through the search for an end that would be superior to all particular ends.
[Simondon 1958a: 169]
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Simondon’s study of the problematic conditions of individuation consistently
puts the emphasis on the conditions (rather than the results of individuation as
such), which are no anterior givens but contingent relations of difference or
disparation. His evolutionism is perhaps best described as an open system of
coexisting, interlacing and multi-phased processes of individuation and disindi-
viduation, partially governed by limited finalities and partially giving rise to
unforeseeable events and inventions. We do not find cause here for Balibar’s con-
cern about a relapse to the humanist division between freedom and determinism.
Further, socio-political problems can be accommodated in Simondon’s genetic
schema, and this is where its allowance for discontinuities and ruptures may in
fact be especially promising.

2. Simondonian Trajectories of Social and Political Thought

Simondon is not a political thinker in the familiar sense: he does not reflect upon
political practices and institutions and tends to bracket off the level of economic
antagonism. However, his philosophy makes room for social and political prob-
lems, and Simondon himself made suggestions that are worth pursuing today. In
closing, I would like to hint at two of them: his theory of groups and his demand
for a technical culture.

2.1. Theory of Groups

Simondon envisages the formation of groups according to the same energetic para-
digm of metastability, which involves a disparation as well as a fluctuation between
processes of disindividuation and individuation.

Thus we can see that most important in the life of groups is not only the fact that they are
stable but rather that, at certain moments, they are not able to maintain their structure:
they become incompatible in relation to themselves, they dedifferentiate and become
oversaturated; just as the child that can no longer remain in a state of adaptation, these
groups disadapt [Simondon 1960: 556].

These processes of disadaptation push groups into unlivable states, which correspond
to problems requiring solution. Moreover, the logic of energetics provides a concep-
tual framework in which to think the metastable tension of a pre-revolutionary state:

a pre-revolutionary state, a state of supersaturation, this is where an event is very ready to
occur, where a structure is very ready to emerge; … a resolution might occur either for
the fact that an idea comes out of nowhere—and immediately a structure arises that
spreads everywhere—or through some random encounter, although it is quite difficult to
admit that chance might create a good form [ibid.].

While Simondon’s social thought qua energetics does not absolve one from
looking at actual political and economic conditions, and in fact as I suggested may
even call for this, his position avoids, as Toscano [2007: 5] points out,

a dialectical or structural conception of antagonism, with the massive individuations (‘pure
social sets’) that it would involve… . Disparation thus makes it possible to think a social
conflictuality, but one that is always relative to a metastable field. In short, energetics
versus dialectics.
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Simondon’s schema of social conflictuality consists in local and occasional struggles
between groups. It allows us to think a transversal organisation of groups that
impels an always preliminary political subject without fixed identity or internal
hierarchy. A politics of this transversality of group action would resemble an
immanent ‘line of flight’, to use the phrase that Balibar picks up from Deleuze,
which tries to escape identity politics. Struggle must thereby also take place within
groups, to split from themselves that partial side tying them indissociably to the
local conditions from which they spring. This would name the sense in which,
from this perspective, social problems can only be solved politically. Political prob-
lems, referring to a problematic always in excess of any actual social collective, can
only be ‘solved’ under the sign of the universal.

2.2. Technical Culture

The second inspiration that can be drawn from Simondon is his way of thinking
transindividuality and technics together. Unlike the evolution of living beings, tech-
nical individuation is not autonomous: it does not carry its evolutionary potential
within itself. What is common to all technical developments is the human being:
human beings constitute a system with technical objects. The relationship, however,
actually has three terms: human beings, technical objects, and world. The technical
object is in-between; it is a vehicle for action and information—a mediator.

In his book On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, Simondon [1958a]
maps out the different historical modes of relation between human, world and
technics—starting with the pre-industrial epoch, in which tools and instruments
are prolongations of bodily organs; through the industrial age, in which semi-
autonomous machines displace the human being as tool bearer, who instead
becomes a servant of technical individuals or operator of technical ensembles; to
his own time, which is characterised by human beings’ relation to post-industrial
technical objects, which establish technical networks with ‘terminal points’, that is,
stations for receiving and emitting information. For each of these stages, Simondon
considers the psychophysiological as well as the social-political effects of the
human-technology relation. One of his concerns is the loss of knowledge that users
of technical devices exhibit, making them dependent on the expertise of others.
Also technical devices are reduced to commodities, with which a ‘civilisation of
returns’ is flooding the market [Simondon 1958c: 355].

‘A civilisation of returns’, Simondon writes, ‘despite the civil liberties it appar-
ently allows to individuals, is in fact extremely constraining and prevents their
development since, simultaneously enslaving the human being and the machine, it
realises through the machine a constraining communitarian integration’ [ibid.].
‘Communitarian integration’, for Simondon, is nothing positive, since it amounts
to establishing a closed and non-evolutionary community. He draws the conclusion
that ‘man has to revolt not against the machine (as a humanitarian concern wills
it)’ [ibid.] but precisely against this civilisation of returns. Simondon believes that
it is possible to realise a transindividual technical relationship, a sort of ‘good
coupling’ between humans and machines, which does not occur on the level of cor-
poreal functioning but between mental schemas and technical schemas of oper-
ation. There is a share of human reality in the technical object, inasmuch as its
operational schema is the material crystallisation ‘of a thought that has resolved a
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problem’ [Simondon 1958a: 253]. Technical objects can thus serve as transitional
objects that enable processes of transindividuality: ‘human beings communicate
through what they invent’ [ibid.: 252].

It remains an open question whether the emergence of such immanent ‘lines of
flight’ as Simondon describes, or his way of conceiving group dynamics, can evade
the state apparatus of capture that seeks to appropriate machines, inventions and
subjects. In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and Guattari [1987] envisage the possi-
bility of a war machine—an assemblage of groups, technologies and enunciations—
that acts from a relative exteriority against the state apparatus. What could this
possibly amount to today? Perhaps it is worth looking at initiatives that give free
access to technological tools and above all to knowledge, which thereby allow for
participation, education and invention beyond the state, capitalism and the market.
Perhaps political action can be thought as transindividual technical relations that
flash beneath the molar struggle of capital and labour, engaging in a political prob-
lematic that can have no final solution as an identifiable social collective. Just as
psychic problems can only be resolved socially, so can social problems only be
resolved politically—and this means one must try to find in mutable transindivi-
duality resources for transforming the disparation of the preindividual into the uni-
versality of equaliberty.3
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