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MACHINIC ASSEMBLAGES OF NATURE

A key part of Uexküll’s “technics of nature” consists of the idea that 
compositions or aggregates of nature are centrifugal. Although such me-
chanical machines as watches are always turning only toward their inner 
principles, which are predetermined and rely on those components (i.e., 
are centripetal), the “building” of an animal works as a project that al-
ways orients away from a center to the world.48 In Bedeutungslehre, a short 
and lucid explanation of his key ideas from 1940, Uexküll referred to this 
kind of understanding of technics as a melodic one; in other words, mu-
sical ideas of composition act here as the needed “lesson,” showing that 
harmonies are always produced of at least two notes. Notes, punctua-
tion, and patterns form, only together, a contrapuntal relationship both 
in music and in matter (nature).49

Uexküll thought that such melodics can conjoin various kinds of phe-
nomena across scales, as his examples show. The leaves of an oak form 
a coupling of melodics with raindrops, the leaves themselves acting as a 
channeling and a distribution machine while the raindrops engage in 
a compositional becoming with the “living machine” of the oak and 
its cells. In the animal kingdom, an apt example is the living machine 
formed by an octopus and seawater, with the water becoming a “carrier 
of significance” (Bedeutungsträger) for the animal, which uses it for its 
movements.50 Furthermore, in the world of insects, such couplings, or 
foldings with the world, are constantly taking place.

The perfect example is the coupling of the spider and its web with the 
fly. The spider is here referred to as a tailor but one that does not measure 
the fly with a measuring stick but somehow contains an image (Abbild)
of the fly of an a priori nature (Urbild). A certain perfectness that par-
allels the previous chapter’s focus on insect geometrics is evident here 
as well. The threads are in optimized composition regarding the size 
and perceptive capacities of the fly. Weaving the radial threads stronger 
than the circular threads allows the spider to capture the fly in the web, 
and the fly with its rough eyesight is not able to perceive the finely con-
structed threads.51 As Agamben notes, the “two perceptual worlds of the 
fly and the spider are absolutely non-communicating, and yet so perfectly 
in tune that we might say that the original score of the fly, which we also 
call its original image or archetype, acts on that of the spider in such a 
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way that the web the spider weaves can be described as ‘fly-like.’”52 In 
the melodics of nature, entities possess a certain score that defines their 
affect-worlds, the potential affordances, potentials, or affects they have 
with the world, and in which the score of the spider and the fly are inter-
locked at least on a virtual level. One can find the same rhythmics and 
contrapuntal levels on various scales, from primitive levels of life such 
as that of amoebas and insects to social life, as Uexküll seemed to hint 
in his collection of biographical texts originally from 1936, Niegeschaute 
Welten (Unseen worlds): like ants and mosquitoes, counts, barons, and, 
for example, Neapolitans have their own closed worlds, a pattern that is 
multiscalar and defining.53

Such an idea of technics characterizing the whole of creation can 
be understood well with the emphasis Deleuze and Guattari placed on 
Uexküll’s ideas. This is what Deleuze and Guattari refer to as a concept 
of machinic assemblages, the machinics of the world. There is a primary 
artificiality and technics that characterizes not merely the human his-
torical world but creation in general, a sphere that precedes the division 
to nature and culture. What Uexküll constantly underlined was the need 
to see nature and its actors not as structures and predefined categories 
(species or genus) but as becomings that are dynamically intertwined 
with their surroundings (not static). In other words, “machines, devices, 
and technologies of animal and human life, such as spectacles, telescopes, 
lathes and so on, are to be viewed as ‘perceptual tools’ and ‘effector tools’ 
that are a constitutive feature of the ‘worlds’ of living things,”54 as Ansell-
Pearson clarifies. In this context Deleuze and Guattari use the idea of asso-
ciated milieu as a structuration going on across various scales of living en-
tities. Associated milieu works through the dynamics of capturing energy 
sources, sensing and perceiving relevant materials nearby, and fabrication 
of compounds based on the perceptions and captures—a responsive ges-
ture toward environment, that is.55 Drawing directly from Uexküll, the 
structuration of an animal milieu is seen as a morphogenetic feature that 
parallels the importance of the form of the animal. That is, even though 
Uexküll noted the importance of the physiology of an animal in a materi-
alist vein, the structures are active only in their associated milieus:

Since the form depends on an autonomous code, it can only be con-
stituted in an associated milieu that interlaces active, perceptive and 
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energetic characteristics in a complex fashion, in conformity with the 
code’s requirements; and the form can develop only through intermedi-
ary milieus that regulate the speeds and rates of its substances.56

IMMANENCE AND THE ARTIFICE

The technics of nature relate to the idea of positing a plane of immanence 
on which the issue of categorical differences between animals and hu-
mans, nature and technology is bracketed and the view of affects, move-
ments, and relations among parts is posited as primary. Deleuze (and 
Guattari) think Uexküll is best read here together with Spinoza in order 
to create a synthesis of ethological ethics: there is only one nature as a 
plane of immanence on which variations and interactions take place. In 
this framework of assemblages, bodies are primarily relations of speeds 
and slowness, motion and rest and defined by their capabilities to af-
fect and be affected by other bodies. There is a plane of nature on which 
bodies are articulated as affects (passages between bodies) and change. 
Living things are singularities composed of relations and intensities, 
an approach that tries to think of life beyond structure, substance, or 
constitutive subject-object relationships.57 Here the primary temporal-
ity and metastability of living entities is what characterizes individuals 
across scales, from the coupling of the tick with mammals to the emerg-
ing swarm or the spider and the fly conjoining in a common rhythm. 
This kind of ontological technics seems to have been, then, already in 
its emerging context in the early twentieth century, grounded in a new 
understanding of the primacy of temporality as a structuring force.

It is also worth noting the difference to phenomenological accounts of 
experience, something that Uexküll’s research could also easily be seen 
to address. Whereas in phenomenology the experience of something is 
always conceptualized as a relationship between a subject and an ob-
ject, the Deleuzian idea of a plane of immanence sidesteps this Kantian-
Husserlian understanding and looks for the events of experience as con-
stitutive of its participants. This is a field of experience designed for no 
one in particular, even though actualizing and resulting in actual bodies. 
This also implies that experience is not limited to one transcendental 
form of experiencing, such as the human being. This radical variation, or 
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radical empiricism, was already proposed by William James and can be 
seen as well illustrating how to move beyond the epistemological prob-
lem of how we can know or experience anything beyond our own human 
form.58 A multiplicity of real relations are neglected by our perceptions, 
raising the question of on what level or scale those superempirical rela-
tions are experienced.

This was naturally the inspiration and the problem of research into 
unknown worlds in entomology, the arts, and philosophy, as well as 
the new technologies: how to grasp (or “prehend”) fields of experience 
that would reach beyond our particular worlds. As one entomologist 
of the Indian tropic wrote in 1909, the problem was one of translation 
and transposition:

The senses, the instincts, the modes of expression of insects are so totally 
diverse from our own that there is scarcely any point of contact. In the 
case of mammals, of birds and to some extent of reptiles, we have in 
the eyes, in the feathers and in the movements, a clue to their feelings, 
to the emotions that sway them, to the motives that guide their actions; 
in insects we have none, and the great index of insect feeling, the an-
tenna, has no counterpart in higher animals, and conveys nothing to 
our uninformed brains.59

Heidegger tackled a similar issue as the primarily human faculty of 
being always beyond oneself (although not denying that animals could 
not transpose themselves).60 On a broader diagrammatic level, biology 
and sciences of physiology tried to construct such planes of inspection 
on which they could try to track down the intensive qualities of animals 
and map them as media technologically determined functions. Such 
experimentation can be seen as in a way trying to construct subjectless 
spaces of experience, but still remained under a very functional logic of 
slowing down the uncanny experiences of alien nature.61 As an alter-
native to such processes of slowing down, or phenomenological enter-
prises, one should also keep an eye on the radical difference at the heart 
of the world. Instead of a relativity of perceptions (phenomenology), 
we have a continuous reality of relations, as Deleuze underlines, backed 
up by James. The question is, How can one tune oneself so that a part 
of that radical difference, the experiences that overwhelm us, would be 
able to enter our registers of experience? How can one enter a plane of 
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immanence and open oneself up to durations of animals, insects, stones, 
matter, technology, etc.?62 Or, in other words, how can one move toward 
the horizon of the unliveable and the inhuman forces and nonhuman 
material intensities and rhythms in contrast to the phenomenological 
enterprise of what can be experienced as human beings? This means, as 
Elizabeth Grosz notes, that we must replace Husserl with Nietzsche63—
and humans with insects, we can add.

In resonance with Uexküll’s ideas, Deleuze extends this plane of im-
manence to a technics of nature, in which “artifice is fully a part of 
Nature, since each thing, on the immanent plane of nature, is defined 
by the arrangements of motions and affects into which it enters, whether 
these arrangements are artificial or natural.”64 This means that we must 
focus on the affective potentials of animals, human beings, or any other 
interactional entities, a defining factor of existence as becoming: what 
affects is one capable of, what can they do, with whom, when, and with 
what results?

The answers to all of these questions, as Deleuze ceaselessly underlines, 
are not known a priori but only through experimentation. Hence, he also 
mentions Uexküll as a great experimenter, one who looked for the poten-
tial melodics in nature, from the scale of local interactions to harmonies 
of nature. The animal (or, if we want to talk on a more general level of be-
coming, the living entity) is continuously coupled with its environment, 
stretched through counterpoints such as the plant and the rain, the spider 
and the fly. It is not a question of a body representing drives, forces, or 
even ideologies but of intermingling with the world.65 There is a material 
connection (beyond consciousness or representations) that the body folds 
with itself. Bodies always exist via their limits and membranes, points of 
connection with other bodies across scales. For Deleuze and Guattari as 
readers of Uexküll, the interior and exterior are intermingled and selected 
as well as projected through each other, which already echoes the theme 
of folding as constituent of subjectivity, something that Deleuze elabo-
rates in his book on Foucault written a couple of years later (1986). An 
individuality is always constituted as a tension or a machination between 
elements. So even if, as Bergson notes, the technics of animals and insects 
are immanent to their bodily formations in contrast to the intelligent ex-
ternalization we find in humans, these technics are in constant tension 
with an outside, a folding, instead of a self-enclosed system.66
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