
Nomadic Thought1 

If we want to know what Nietzsche is or is becoming today, we know very well 
whom we should ask—the young people now reading Nietzsche, those who are 
just discovering Nietzsche. Those of us here today are, for the most part, already 
too old. What is a young person discovering in Nietzsche that was clearly not dis-
covered by earlier generations? How is it that young musicians today feel some 
connection with Nietzsche in their music, although they do not at all make 
music that is Nietzschean in any sense that Nietzsche would understand? How is 
it that young painters, young film makers feel some connection with Nietzsche? 
What is going on? What we want to know is how they have received Nietzsche. 
On the outside, the only thing we can really explain is how Nietzsche reserved 
for himself and for his readers, both contemporary and future generations, a par-
ticular right to misinterpret. Not just any right, to be sure, because it has its own 
secret rules—but a particular right to misinterpret, which I will explain in a 
minute, and which makes commenting on Nietzsche very unlike commenting 
on Descartes or Hegel. I ask myself: who is the young Nietzschean today? Is it 
whoever is working on Nietzsche? Perhaps. Or is it whoever, voluntarily or invol-
untarily—it doesn't matter which, utters things which are singularly Nietzschean 
in the course of an action, passion, or experience? This is also the case. A beau-
tiful recent text, one of the most profoundly Nietzschean to my knowledge, is 
Richard Deshayes's Vivre, c'est pas survivre, which he wrote just before being 
wounded by a grenade during a demonstration.2 Perhaps the two cases are not 
mutually exclusive. Perhaps one can write on Nietzsche, and then in the course 
of experience produce Nietzschean utterances. 

What is Nietzsche today? In that question, we can feel the dangers lying in 
wait for us. A demagogic danger ("young people are on our side...")- A paternal-
istic danger (advice to a young reader of Nietzsche...). And above all, the danger 
of an appalling synthesis. The trinity of Nietzsche, Freud, and Marx is thought 
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to be the dawn of our modern culture. Never mind that by doing so you defuse 
the explosiveness of each from the start. Perhaps Marx and Freud are the dawn 
of our culture, but Nietzsche is something else entirely, the dawn of a counter-
culture. It seems clear that our society does not function according to codes. Our 
society has other foundations by virtue of which it functions. However, if one 
examines not the letter of Marx or Freud, but the becoming of Marxism and the 
becoming of Freudianism, we see, paradoxically, Marxists and Freudians engaged 
in an attempt to recode Marx and Freud: in the case of Marxism, you have a 
recoding by the State ("the State has made you ill, the State will cure you"—this 
cannot be the same State); and in the case of Freudianism, you have a recoding 
by the family (you fall ill from the family and recover through the family—this is 
not the same family). What at the horizon of our culture in fact constitutes 
Marxism and psychoanalysis as those two fundamental bureaucracies, the one 
public, the other private, is their effort to recode as best they can precisely that 
which on the horizon ceaselessly tends to come uncoded. This is not at all what 
Nietzsche is about. His problem is elsewhere. For Nietzsche, it is about getting 
something through in every past, present, and future code, something which 
does not and will not let itself be recoded. Getting it through on a new body, 
inventing a body on which it can pass and flow: a body that would be ours, the 
body of Earth, the body of writing... 

We are familiar with the great instruments of encoding; societies are not that 
different in this respect; there are only so many means of encoding at their dis-
posal. The three principle means are: the law, the contract, and the institution. 
For example, the relationship to books which people have or have had exhibits 
all three. There are books of law: here the relation of the reader to the book pass-
es through the law. In particular, moreover, they are called codes, canons, or 
sacred books. And the other sort of book you have passes through the contract, 
the bourgeois contractual relation. This other book is the basis of secular litera-
ture and book-selling: I purchase, and you give me something to read—a 
contractual relation in which everyone is caught: author, publisher, reader. And 
there is the third sort of book, the political book, preferably revolutionary, which 
is presented as a book of institutions, either present or to come. You find every 
possible combination of the three: contractual or institutional books considered 
sacred, etc. This is because every type of code is so present, and so underlies every 
other code, that we find each in the other. Take an entirely different example: 
madness. The attempt to encode madness has been carried out in three forms. 
First, the forms of law, i.e. the hospital, the asylum—this is the repressive code, 
locking someone away, but the old style of locking someone away, which is des-
tined to become a last hope, when people will say: "those were the good old days 
when they used to lock us away, because much worse is in store for us." And then 
you have this brilliant move which was psychoanalysis: it was understood that 
there were people who escaped the bourgeois contractual relation as it was man-

253 



DESERT ISLANDS AND OTHER TEXTS 

ifested in medicine, and those people were the disturbed, because they couldn't 
be contractual parties, they were juridically "incapable." Freud's stroke of genius 
was to get at least some of the disturbed, in the largest sense of the word, the neu-
rotics, to pass through the contractual relation, proving that a contract with such 
people could be done (thus he abandons hypnosis). This is finally the novelty of 
psychoanalysis: Freud was the first to introduce into psychiatry the bourgeois 
contractual relation which up to that point had been excluded from psychiatry. 
And then there are the still more recent attempts to encode madness, whose 
political implications, and at times revolutionary ambitions, are clear; such 
attempts are called institutional. In this case, we find the triple means of encod-
ing: either it will be the law, or if it is not the law, it will be the contractual 
relation; if not the contractual relation, it will be the institution. And it is thanks 
to these encodings that our bureaucracies flourish. 

Faced with the way in which our societies come uncoded, codes leaking 
away on every side, Nietzsche does not try to perform a recoding. He says: this 
hasn't yet gone far enough, you're nothing but children ("the equalization of 
European individuals is the great irreversible process: we should accelerate it still 
more.") In terms of what he writes and thinks, Nietzsche's enterprise is an 
attempt at uncoding, not in the sense of a relative uncoding which would be the 
decoding of codes past, present, or future, but an absolute encoding—to get 
something through which is not encodable, to mix up all the codes. It is not so 
easy to mix up all the codes, even at the level of the simplest writing, and lan-
guage. The similarity I see here is with Kafka, what Kafka does with German, 
in accordance with the linguistic situation of the Jews in Prague: he builds a 
war-machine in German against German; through sheer indetermination and 
sobriety, he gets something through in the German code which had never been 
heard before. Nietzsche, for his part, wants to be or sees himself as Polish with 
respect to German. He seizes on German to build a war-machine which will get 
something through that will be uncodable in German. That's what style as pol-
itics means. More generally, how do we characterize such thought, which claims 
to get its flows through, underneath the laws by challenging them, and under-
neath contractual relations by contradicting them, and underneath institutions 
by parodying them? Let me come back quickly to the example of psychoanaly-
sis. In what respect does a psychoanalyst as original as Melanie Klein still remain 
within the psychoanalytic system? She explains it herself quite well: the partial 
objects that she tells us about, with their explosions, their flows, etc., are only 
fantasy. The patients bring lived experiences, intensely lived experiences, to 
Melanie Klein and she translates them into fantasy. There you have a contract, 
specifically a contract: give me your lived experiences, and I will give you fan-
tasies. And the contract implies an exchange, an exchange of money and words. 
In this respect, a psychoanalyst like Winnicott truly occupies the limit of psy-
choanalysis, because he feels that this procedure is no longer appropriate after a 
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certain point. There comes a point where it is no longer about translating, or 
interpreting, translating into fantasies, interpreting into signifiers and signi-
fieds—no, not in the least. There comes a point where you will have to share, 
have to put yourself in the patient's shoes, go all the way, and share his experi-
ence. Is it about a kind of sympathy, or empathy, or identification? But surely it's 
more complicated than that. What we feel is rather the necessity of a relation that 
would be neither legal, nor contractual, nor institutional. That's how it is with 
Nietzsche. We read an aphorism or a poem from Thus Spoke Zarathustra. But 
materially and formally, texts like that cannot be understood by the establish-
ment or the application of a law, or by the offer of a contractual relation, or by 
the foundation of an institution. Perhaps the only conceivable equivalent is 
something like "being in the same boat." Something of Pascal turned against 
Pascal. We're in the same boat: a sort of lifeboat, bombs falling on every side, 
the lifeboat drifts toward subterranean rivers of ice, or toward rivers of fire, the 
Orenoco, the Amazon, everyone is pulling an oar, and we're not even supposed 
to like one another, we fight, we eat each other. Everyone pulling an oar is shar-
ing, sharing something, beyond any law, any contract, any institution. Drifting, 
a drifting movement or "deterritorialization": I say all this in a vague, confused 
way, since this is an hypothesis or a vague impression on the originality of Niet-
zsche's texts. A new kind of book. 

So what are the characteristics of a Nietzschean aphorism that give this 
impression? There is one in particular that Maurice Blanchot has brought to light 
in The Infinite Conversation? It is the relation with the outside. Indeed, when we 
open at random one of Nietzsche's texts, it is one of the first times we no longer 
pass through an interior, whether it is the interior of the soul or consciousness, 
the interior of essence or the concept, in other words, that which has always con-
stituted the principle of philosophy. What constitutes the style of philosophy is 
that the relation to the exterior is always mediated and dissolved by an interior, 
in an interior. On the contrary, Nietzsche grounds thought, and writing, in an 
immediate relation with the outside. What is this: a beautiful painting or a beau-
tiful drawing? There is a frame. An aphorism has a frame, too. But whatever is 
in the frame, at what point does it become beautiful? At the moment one knows 
and feels that the movement, that the line which is framed comes from else-
where, that it does not begin within the limits of the frame. It began above, or 
next to the frame, and the line traverses the frame. As in Godard's film, you paint 
the painting with the wall. Far from being the limitation of the pictorial surface, 
the frame is almost the opposite, putting it into immediate relation with the out-
side. However, hooking up thought to the outside is, strictly speaking, something 
philosophers have never done, even when they were talking about politics, even 
when they were talking about taking a walk or fresh air. It is not enough to talk 
about fresh air, to talk about the exterior if you want to hook thought up direct-
ly and immediately to the outside. 
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"...They show up like destiny, without cause or reason, without considera-
tion or pretext, there they are with the speed of lightning, too terrible, too 
sudden, too conquering, too other even to be an object of hatred..." This is Niet-
zsche's famous text on the founders of States, "those artists with eyes of bronze" 
(The Genealogy of Morals, II, 17). Or is it Kafka, writing The Great Wall of China?. 
"It's impossible to understand how they made it all the way to the capital, which 
is nonetheless quite far from the frontier. But there they are, and every morning 
seems to increase their number. [...] Impossible to converse with them. They 
don't know our language. [...] Even their horses are meat-eaters!"4 Well then, 
what I am saying is that texts like these are traversed by a movement which comes 
from the outside, which does not begin in the page of the book, nor in the pre-
ceding pages, which does not fit in the frame of the book, and which is totally 
different from the imaginary movement of representations or the abstract move-
ment of concepts as they are wont to take place through words and in the reader's 
head. Something leaps from the book, making contact with a pure outside. It is 
this, I believe, which for Nietzsche's work is the right to misinterpret. An apho-
rism is a play of forces, a state of forces which are always exterior to one another. 
An aphorism doesn't mean anything, it signifies nothing, and no more has a sig-
nifier than a signified. Those would be ways of restoring a text's interiority. An 
aphorism is a state of forces, the last of which, meaning at once the most recent, 
the most actual, and the provisional-ultimate, is the most external. Nietzsche 
posits it quite clearly: if you want to know what I mean, find the force that gives 
what I say meaning, and a new meaning if need be. Hook the text up to this 
force. In this way, there are no problems of interpretation for Nietzsche, there are 
only problems of machining: to machine Nietzsche's text, to find out which actu-
al external force will get something through, like a current of energy. In this 
respect, we come across the problem raised by some of Nietzsche's texts which 
have a fascist or anti-Semitic resonance... And since we are discussing Nietzsche 
today, we must acknowledge that he has inspired and inspires still many a young 
fascist. There was a time when it was important to show how Nietzsche was used, 
twisted, and completely distorted by the fascists. This was done in the revue 
Acephale, with Jean Wahl, Bataille, and Klossowski. Today, however, this is per-
haps no longer the problem. It is not at the level of the text that we must fight. 
Not because we are incapable of fighting at that level, but because such a fight is 
no longer useful. Rather, we must find, assign, join those external forces which 
give to any particular Nietzschean phrase its liberating meaning, its sense of exte-
riority. It is at the level of method that the question of Nietzsche's revolutionary 
character is raised: it is the Nietzschean method that makes Nietzsche's text not 
something about which we have to ask: "is this fascist, bourgeois, or revolution-
ary in itself?"—but a field of exteriority where fascist, bourgeois, and 
revolutionary forces confront one another. And if we pose the problem in this 
way, the answer that necessarily conforms with the method is: find the revolu-
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tionary force (who is superman?) always calling on new forces which come from 
the exterior, and which traverse and intersect with the Nietzschean text in the 
frame of the aphorism. There is your legitimate misinterpretation: to treat the 
aphorism like a phenomenon awaiting new forces that will "subjugate" it or 
make it work or explode. 

The aphorism is not only relation with the outside. Its second characteristic 
is relation with the intensive. And they're the same thing. Klossowski and 
Lyotard have said all there is to say on the matter. What I said about lived expe-
riences a moment ago, how they mustn't be translated into representations or 
fantasies, how they mustn't be made to pass through the codes of law, contract, 
or institution, they mustn't be cashed in—it's quite the opposite: they must be 
treated as flows which carry us always farther out, ever further toward the exte-
rior; this is precisely intensity, or intensities. The lived experience is not 
subjective, or not necessarily. It is not of the individual. It is flow and the inter-
ruption of flow, since each intensity is necessarily in relation to another intensity, 
in such a way that something gets through. This is what is underneath the codes, 
what escapes them, and what the codes want to translate, convert, cash in. But 
what Nietzsche is trying to tell us by this writing of intensities is: don't exchange 
the intensity for representations. The intensity sends you back neither to signi-
fieds which would be like the representations of things, nor to signifiers which 
would be like the representations of words. So in what does intensity consist, as 
both agent and object of uncoding? This is where Nietzsche is at his most mys-
terious. The intensity has to do with proper names, and these are neither 
representations of things (or persons), nor representations of words. Whether 
they are collective or individual names, the pre-Socratics, the Romans, the Jews, 
Christ, the Anti-Christ, Julius Caesar, Borgia, Zarathoustra, all the proper names 
which come and go in Nietzsche's texts are neither signifiers or signifieds, but 
designate intensities on a body which can be the body of the Earth, the body of 
the book, as well as Nietzsche's own suffering body: I am every name in history... 
There is a kind of nomadism, a perpetual migration of the intensities designated 
by proper names, and these interpenetrate one another as they are lived on a full 
body. The intensity can be lived only in relation to its mobile inscription on a 
body, and to the moving exteriority of a proper name, and this is what it means 
for a proper name to be always a mask, the mask of an operator. 

The relation of the aphorism to humor and irony is the third point. Who-
ever reads Nietzsche without laughing, and laughing heartily and often and 
sometimes hysterically, is almost not reading Nietzsche at all. This is true not 
only for Nietzsche, but for all the authors who comprise the same horizon of our 
counter-culture. What shows us our own decadence and degeneracy is the way 
we feel the need to read in them anguish, solitude, guilt, the drama of commu-
nication, the whole tragedy of interiority. Even Max Brod tells us how the 
audience would laugh hysterically when Kafka used to read The Trial. And 
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Beckett, I mean, it is difficult not to laugh when you read him, moving from one 
joyful moment to the next. Laughter, not the signifier. What springs from great 
books is schizo-laughter or revolutionary joy, not the anguish of our pathetic nar-
cissism, not the terror of our guilt. Call it the "comedy of the superhuman," or 
the "clowning of God." There is always an indescribable joy that springs from 
great books, even when they speak of ugly, desperate, or terrifying things. The 
transmutation already takes effect with every great book, and every great book 
constitutes the health of tomorrow. You cannot help but laugh when you mix up 
the codes. If you put thought in relation to the outside, Dionysian moments of 
laughter will erupt, and this is thinking in the clear air. It often happens that 
Nietzsche comes face to face with something sickening, ignoble, disgusting. 
Well, Nietzsche thinks it's funny, and he would add fuel to the fire if he could. 
He says: keep going, it's still not disgusting enough. Or he says: excellent, how 
disgusting, what a marvel, what a masterpiece, a poisonous flower, finally the 
"human species is getting interesting." For example, this is how Nietzsche looks 
at and deals with what he calls unhappy consciousness. Thus, there are the 
Hegelian commentators, those commentators of interiority, who really have no 
sense of humor. They say: you see, Nietzsche takes the unhappy consciousness 
seriously; he makes it one of the moments in the becoming-spirit of spirituality. 
They pass over quickly what Nietzsche makes of spirituality because they sense 
the danger. So we see that while Nietzsche entitles legitimate misinterpretations, 
there are also misinterpretations which are totally illegitimate, those which are 
explained by the spirit of seriousness, by the spirit of gravity, by the monkey of 
Zarathoustra, in other words, by the cult of interiority. Laughter in Nietzsche 
always harks back to the external movement of humors and ironies, and this is 
the movement of intensities, as Klossowski and Lyotard have made clear: the way 
in which there is a play of high and low intensities, the one in the other, such 
that a low intensity can undermine the highest intensity and even be as high as 
the highest, and vice versa. This play of levels of intensity controls the peaks of 
irony and the valleys of humor in Nietzsche, and it is developed as the consis-
tency or the quality of what is lived in relation to the exterior. An aphorism is the 
pure matter of laughter and joy. If you cannot find something to make you laugh 
in an aphorism, a distribution of irony and humor, a partition of intensities, then 
you have found nothing. 

There is one last point. Let's come back to that great text, The Genealogy of 
Morals, on the State and the founders of empires: "They show up like destiny, 
without cause or reason...." In this we recognize the men of that social produc-
tion known as Asiatic. On the foundation of primitive rural communities, the 
despot sets up his imperial machine which over-codes everything, with a bureau-
cracy, an administration that organizes major enterprises and appropriates the 
surplus work for itself ("wherever they appear, in no time at all you find some-
thing new, a sovereign machinery that has come alive, in which every part, every 
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function is defined and determined with respect to the whole...")- But we can ask 
ourselves whether this text does not bring together two forces that are in other 
ways distinct—which Kafka, for his part, kept separate and even opposed in The 
Great Wall of China. Because when we seek to learn how primitive segmentary 
communities gave way to other formations of sovereignty, a question which Niet-
zsche raises in the second essay of his Genealogy, we see two phenomena 
produced which are strictly correlative, but quite different. It is true that rural 
communities at their center are caught and transfixed in the despot's bureaucrat-
ic machine, with its scribes, its priests, its bureaucrats; but on the periphery, the 
communities embark on another kind of adventure, display another kind of 
unity, a nomadic unity, and engage in a nomadic war-machine, and they tend to 
come uncoded rather than being coded over. Entire groups take off on a nomadic 
adventure: archeologist have taught us to consider nomadism not as an originary 
state, but as an adventure that erupts in sedentary groups; it is the call of the out-
side, it is movement. The nomad and his war-machine stand opposite the despot 
and his administrative machine, and the extrinsic nomadic unity opposite the 
intrinsic despotic unity. And yet they are so interrelated or interdependent that 
the despot will set himself the problem of integrating, internalizing the nomadic 
war-machine, while the nomad attempts to invent an administration for his con-
quered empire. Their ceaseless opposition is such that they are inextricable from 
one another. 

Imperial unity gave birth to philosophical discourse, through many an 
avatar, the same avatars which lead us from imperial formations to the Greek 
city-state. Even in the Greek city-state, philosophical discourse maintains an 
essential relation to the despot or the shadow of a despot, to imperialism, to the 
administration of things and persons (you will find ample evidence in the books 
by Strauss and Kojeve on tyranny).5 Philosophical discourse has always main-
tained an essential relation to the law, the institution, and the contract, all of 
which are the Sovereign's problem, traversing the ages of sedentary history from 
despotic formations to democracies. The "signifier" is in fact the latest philo-
sophical avatar of the despot. And if Nietzsche does not belong in philosophy, 
perhaps it is because he is the first to conceive of another kind of discourse, a 
counter-philosophy, in other words, a discourse that is first and foremost 
nomadic, whose utterances would be produced not by a rational administrative 
machine—philosophers would be the bureaucrats of pure reason—but by a 
mobile war-machine. Perhaps this is what Nietzsche means when he says that a 
new politics begins with him (Klossowki calls it the conspiracy against his own 
class). We know all too well that nomads are unhappy in our regimes: we use 
any means necessary to pin them down, so they lead a troubled life. And Niet-
zsche lived like a nomad, reduced to this shadow, wandering from one furnished 
room to another. But also, the nomad is not necessarily someone who moves 
around: some journeys take place in the same place, they'te journeys in intensi-
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ty, and even historically speaking, nomads don't move around like migrants. On 
the contrary, nomads are motionless, and the nomadic adventure begins when 
they seek to stay in the same place by escaping the codes. As we know, the rev-
olutionary problem today is to find some unity in our various struggles without 
falling back on the despotic and bureaucratic organization of the party or State 

, apparatus: we want a war-machine that would not recreate a State apparatus, a 
nomadic unity in relation with the Outside, that would not recreate the despot-
ic internal unity. This is perhaps Nietzsche at his most profound, a measure of 
his break with philosophy, as it appears in the aphorism: to have made a war-
machine of thought, to have made thought a nomadic power. And even if the 
journey goes nowhere, even if it takes place in the same place, imperceptible, 
unlooked for, underground, we must ask: who are today's nomads, who are 
today's Nietzscheans? 

Discussion 

Andre Flecheux: What I would like to know is how [Deleuze] thinks he can 
pass over deconstruction, I mean, how he thinks a monadic reading of each 
aphorism from an empirical stance and as though from the outside could suf-
fice—which from a Heideggerian point of view seems extremely suspect. I 
wonder whether the problem of the "already there," constituted by language, 
the reigning order, what you call the despot, allows us to understand Nietzsche's 
writing as a kind of erratic reading, which would itself derive from an erratic 
writing, with Nietzsche applying to himself what he calls auto-critique, the cur-
rent editions of his work revealing him to be an exceptional stylist, and 
consequently, each aphorism is not a closed system, but is implicated in a total 
structure of relays. Perhaps your thinking on the status of an undeconstructed 
outside is connected to the status of the energetic in Lyotard. 

My second question is related to the first: in an era that has seen the state 
organization, or the capitalist organization, whatever you call it, issue a chal-
lenge which is what Heidegger calls rationalization by technology, do you 
honestly believe nomadism, as you describe it, to be a serious response? 

Gilles Deleuze: If I understand you correctly, you're saying that there is reason 
to suspect my loyalties to the Heideggerian point of view. I'm glad there is. As 
for the method of textual deconstruction, I know what it is, and I admire it, 
but it has nothing to do with my own method. I don't really do textual com-
mentary. For me, a text is nothing but a cog in a larger extra-textual practice. 
It's not about using deconstruction, or any other textual practice, to do textu-
al commentary; it's about seeing what one can do with an extra-textual practice 
that extends the text. You ask me whether I believe in nomads as an answer. 
Yes, I do. Genghis Kahn is nothing to sneeze at. Will he come back from the 
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dead? I don't know, but if he does it will be in some other form. Just as the 
despot internalizes the nomadic war-machine, capitalist society never stops 
internalizing a revolutionary war-machine. It's not on the periphery that the 
new nomads are being born (because there is no more periphery); I want to 
find out what sort of nomads, even motionless and stationary if need be, our 
society is capable of producing. 

Andre Flecheux: Yes, but you omitted in your presentation what you referred 
to as interiority... 

Gilles Deleuze: You're punning on the word "interiority"... 

Andre Flecheux: The inner journey? 

Gilles Deleuze: I said "motionless journey." It's not an inner journey, it's a jour-
ney on a body, and collective bodies if necessary. 

Mieke Taat: Gilles Deleuze, if I have understood you correctly, you oppose 
laughter, humor, and irony to unhappy consciousness. Would you agree that the 
laughter of Kafka, Beckett, and Nietzsche does not exclude the weeping of these 
writers, provided that their tears do not spring from some inner or internalized 
source, but are simply the production of flows on the surface of a body...? 

Gilles Deleuze: I think you're right. 

Mieke Taat: One more question. When you oppose irony and humor to unhap-
py consciousness, you no longer make a distinction between humor and irony, 
as you did in The Logic of Sense, where one was surface and the other depth. Are 
you not afraid that irony is dangerously close to unhappy consciousness? 

Gilles Deleuze: I've undergone a change. The surface-depth opposition no 
longer concerns me. What interests me now is the relationships between a full 
body, a body without organs, and flows that migrate. 

Mieke Taat: But then resentment would not be excluded, would it? 

Gilles Deleuze: Yes, it would! 
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