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abstract

In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari launched the concept of rhizome 
as a critical alternative to the ‘root-book’. However, the environment in which we 
now cultivate our reading habits is not the printed book, but the rhizomatics of the 
World Wide Web, which according to some leads to distracted ways of reading. 
Due to the plasticity of the brain, new habits of shared attention make it physiologi-
cally more difficult for us to do a deep reading of books. Are Deleuze and Guattari, 
who simply wanted to open the way to more experimentation, victims of the irony 
of history? Has the concept of rhizome finished its task? The article discusses the 
tortured relationship between the rhizome as a philosophical concept and its success 
as a way to describe the Internet. The Internet, however, only conforms to what they 
called the ‘canal-rhizome’: the rhizome in its despotic form. Herein lies the concept’s 
continued relevance.

IntroductIon

Deleuze and Guattari’s book A Thousand Plateaus (1987) has often been 
hailed as a forerunner for the Internet-based audio-visual culture emerging 
from the early 1990s – especially their concept of rhizome (cf. e.g., Malik 1997; 
Klei 2002; Sinclair 2005; Calleja and Schwager 2004; Landow 2006; Bluemink 
2015).1 Now, what I want to do in this article is to confront some of Deleuze 
and Guattari’s thinking with some of the voices that are more critical to this 
culture, and especially those concerned with the negative effects of some of 

	 1.	 Rhizome	is	definitely	
Deleuze	and	Guattari’s	
most	popular	concept.	
A	search	on	Google	
Scholar	for	the	
combination	‘Deleuze	
AND	rhizome	AND	
Internet’	gave	4500	hits.	
This	high	level	of	hits	
is	first	of	all	a	measure	
of	the	popularity	of	
rhizome	in	the	English-
speaking	academic	
world.	Deleuze	became	
weary	quite	early	
about	how	rhizome	
and	some	other	of	his	
concepts	were	used	

02_EJPC 8.2_Hostaker_151-165.indd   151 11/30/17   12:35 PM



Roar Høstaker

152  Empedocles: European Journal for the Philosophy of Communication

our communication habits and how these habits even change our brains. This 
latter focus may seem a bit odd, but Deleuze was among the few continental 
philosophers who early followed the developments in the neurosciences in 
the 1970s. References to neuroscience can be found in several of his books: 
for instance in his treatment of the ‘cinema of the brain’ in Cinema II (Deleuze 
1985: 265–81; cf. also 2003a: 204). The aim of the article is hence not only to 
discuss a philosophical concept, but to confront it with an empirical debate.

In the introduction to A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari perform 
a persistent attack on what they call the ‘root-book’ and the rhizome is 
presented as a positive alternative to this way of writing books. But what about 
the rhizomatic nature of the Internet, which may be gradually undermining 
the book altogether? Some critics of our audio-visual culture claim that our 
daily habit of multitasking leads to distractions and to more superficial ways of 
reading. To be more specific, these are authors such as Nicholas Carr (2011), 
Maggie Jackson (2009) and Manfred Spitzer (2014), and from a more general 
viewpoint, Evgeny Morozov (2012) and Sherry Turkle (2011). A few years 
ago, the novelist Tim Parks (cf. Lusher 2014) claimed that the great amount 
of distractions from electronic gadgets and services will make it impossible 
for people to read a long and complex literary novel in the future. Will we 
be able to read books any longer if we all are plagued by a lack of concentra-
tion? Rhizome and rhizomatics, as an alternative to the root-book and to all 
‘arborescent’ knowledge, is worryingly similar to our Internet-centred digital 
culture, which makes many of us act as if we have ADHD or ADD.2 So, what I 
try to indicate here is the possibility of the concept of rhizome to be a kind of 
‘own goal’ when it comes to the book and written culture in general. 

In what follows I shall proceed by having a closer look at Deleuze and 
Guattari’s critique of the root-book and then connect this critique to the 
discussion about the rhizome’s relationship with the Internet and the latter 
as a threat to the reading capabilities of our brains. Deleuze and Guattari’s 
analysis of capitalism as a reticular system – a canal-rhizome (1987: 19–20) – 
will provide us with a new perspective for understanding the social and politi-
cal dynamics of the Internet in our own time. During the 1980s, Deleuze and 
Guattari themselves became more aware of the problems involved in the 
expansion of the communication sector. They formulated a critique of the 
mindless flow of information and tried to point to some strategies to counter 
it. Nonetheless, a lot has happened during the two decades since they passed 
away, but a renewal of the critical impact of the concept of rhizome may still 
be possible.

rHIzome

One of the main aims of Deleuze and Guattari’s work in the 1970s was to 
show how creativity in the political, social, philosophical and literary fields 
can be set free from transcendent patterns – especially from the state or from 
state-like thinking. How can new potentials for experimentation be gained in 
the current situation? How can humans develop new ways of living and form 
new life conditions (cf. Dosse 2007: Part II)? The formulation of the concept of 
rhizome was part of a polemic against the dominant form of written culture, 
and was an attempt to set it free by making it unstable. A common pattern in 
A Thousand Plateaus is that Deleuze and Guattari want to set everything into 
movement away from the stability of the strata, even though such movements 
involve their own dangers.

and	he	wrote	in	a	letter	
that:	‘I	have	often	the	
feeling	that	I	am	being	
compromised	by	some	
parasitic	idiots’	(2015:	
92,	my	translation).

	 2.	 ADHD	stands	for	
Attention	Deficit/
Hyperactive	Disorder	
and	ADD	stands	for	
Attention	Deficit	
Disorder.	Both	are	
psychiatric	diagnoses.	
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The critique of the root-book is part and parcel of Deleuze and Guattari’s 
strategy welcoming new experiments both in literature and elsewhere. But 
how do we recognize the root-book? It is the most common way to write 
books and emphasizes clear categories, dividing the topic into subtopics and 
sub-subtopics, etc. In this way, books are given a tree-like structure based on 
binary pairs where everything divides into two and then into four, etc.: 

One becomes two: whenever we encounter this formula, even stated 
strategically by Mao or understood in the most ‘dialectical’ way possi-
ble, what we have before us is the most classical and well reflected, 
oldest and weariest kind of thought. Nature doesn’t work that way: 
in nature, roots are taproots with a more multiple, lateral, and circular 
system of ramification, rather than a dichotomous one. Thought lags 
behind nature. 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 5) 

This is the start of their attack on arborescence as a kind of thinking and as a 
kind of knowledge, and, famously, they pose the rhizome as an alternative.3 
The rhizome makes possible the study of multiplicities by forming heteroge-
neous connections and that without being hampered by strict categories in 
the same way as the root-book. The concept of rhizome is an example of how 
Deleuze and Guattari could form a philosophical concept by generalizing a 
notion from another field of study – this time from botany. Bamboo, ginger 
and couch grass form rhizomes. A number of grass-species form rhizomes 
in the topsoil, giving rise to a continuous carpet of growth. In the extended 
meaning given to rhizome by Deleuze and Guattari, rhizome can also charac-
terize the pattern of movements of a pack of animals – like rats or wolves or 
a school of fish – or in the form of the fox’s burrow. A wasp forms a rhizome 
with an orchid by exchanging pollen and nectar with an organism that it has 
absolutely nothing in common with in other ways. The wasp is a decisive part 
of the reproduction of the orchid by spreading its pollen to other orchids in 
the neighbourhood. In a similar manner, some retroviruses make a rhizome 
when they exchange DNA between different organisms or between differ-
ent species. In the latter case, it can influence the evolution of species that 
genealogically separated millions of years ago, such as humans and apes. The 
viruses make a kind of ‘short circuit’ between the evolutionary trees of the 
species with new and uncommon variants as a result (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987: 14–15). A Thousand Plateaus itself is written as a rhizome with criss-
crossing connections between the chapters (called plateaus), each of them 
forming a ‘continuous, self-vibrating region of intensities whose development 
avoids any orientation towards a culmination point or external end’ (1987: 
22). The plateaus are only loosely connected to each other and their topics are 
also loosely connected to specific historical events. A rhizome is hence always 
in the middle of things, and Deleuze and Guattari also characterize it as 
a kind of cartography. One can move into a map from different directions 
and there is no strict way of orientating oneself on a map, in the same way 
as there is no strict way of moving around in a fox’s burrow or a strict pattern 
between the wasp and the next orchid. 

One of Deleuze’s former students, Francois Zourabichvili, has character-
ized rhizome as ‘an anti-method giving the impression of authorizing every-
thing’ (2003: 72, my translation), but it is instead, in an attitude of sobriety, a 
manner of experimenting in philosophy while at the same time not to judge in 

	 3.	 They	do	also	consider	
what	they	call	the	
‘pivotal	taproot’	of	
the	modernist	novel,	
but	rejects	it	as	an	
alternative	to	the	root-
book.
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advance what the correct ways of reasoning may be. In his view, the rhizome 
involves no less than a new definition of seriousness in philosophy against 
the bureaucratic puritanism of academic life. The rhizome is an anti-method 
of vigilance against the concept of the one dividing itself into the tree form 
(Zourabichvili 2003: 72). However, in this comment, Zourabichvili tends to 
isolate the rhizome to the field of philosophy proper, and he does not involve 
social practice, even though this is something Deleuze and Guattari them-
selves invoked in A Thousand Plateaus. They wanted to indicate a way out of 
the arborescence involved in state-like hierarchies with their centres of ‘signi-
fiance’ and ‘subjectification’. 

Vocabulary

‘Signifiance’ and ‘subjectification’ are parts of the conceptual couplets of 
signifiance/interpretation and subjectification/social subjection, and a bit of clari-
fication of Deleuze and Guattari’s vocabulary may be in place at this point. 
Signifiance/interpretation and subjectification/social subjection are identified by 
Deleuze and Guattari as two of the three strata restricting human beings 
from reaching the plane of consistency (1987: 134).4 The plane of consistency 
is a plane of unformed elements where different currents of these elements 
can lead them to form new connections (Deleuze and Parnet 1996: 110–12). 
They borrowed the couplet signifiance/interpretation from the linguist Émile 
Benveniste (1974: 45–64) and it formed the basis for what they called the 
signifying regime of signs (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 114–17, 135–36). The 
main characteristic of this regime of signs is that everything has a meaning 
and, thereby, emerges as a sign. The meaning of a sign can be defined by 
reference to another entity, which will then emerge as a different sign. The 
meaning of this new sign can be decided by reference to a third sign and so 
on, indefinitely. If we take an everyday object, such as a chair, we may explain 
what it is by uttering the word ‘chair’. This word, however, is only a sound-
image and hence another sign. If we have to develop our explanation further, 
we might apply other words in order to explain what a chair is or show some 
pictures of chairs, and even if we show an exemplar of a chair, it will only 
be an index of itself and of other chairs. Sign follows sign, and the impor-
tant thing is to give a correct interpretation of what a sign means, and we 
will enter a circle of interpretation and reinterpretation. This is, of course, the 
most common regime of signs and it fills our world with meaningful objects 
and understandable social relations. 

For Deleuze and Guattari, however, this production of interpretation and 
reinterpretation has a conservative function by binding us to established social 
roles and social conditions: what they call social subjection. In a process of 
subjectification, we can either fill social positions already ascribed to us or we 
can break with the given meanings and create a movement beyond them. 
They call this the ‘passional regime of signs’, where someone is driven by 
a passion, or a mania, towards a goal along a line of flight. The meaning of 
this passion can only be established in hindsight (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 
127–29, 135–37; Deleuze and Parnet 1996: 125–40).5 

A recurring theme of A Thousand Plateaus is the way concrete assemblages 
(agencements) – and a book may be an example of an assemblage – can keep 
us restrained by the stratum or, on the contrary, may be tilted in the direc-
tion of the liberated quanta on the plane of consistency. In the latter case, 
something new may happen and a new potentiality for action can be gained. 

	 4.	 The	third	stratum	is	the	
organism.	

	 5.	 Deleuze	and	Guattari	
developed	the	concept	
of	subjectification	from	
Foucault’s	work	(cf.	
1982,	1990:	57–73).	
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The concept of rhizome is part of this strategy and therefore a rhizome, and 
its rhizomatic connections, does not carry any pre-given meaning: it is asig-
nifying and asubjective. Or in their own words: ‘[…], any point of a rhizome 
can be connected to anything other, and must be. This is very different from 
the tree or root, which plots a point, forces an order’ (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987: 7). The school of fish in the manner they move around in the water does 
not form any apparent meaning. There is no clear governing pattern, but at 
the same time the movement is decisive for the fish’s survival. Similarly, for 
the wasp and the orchid, the wasp is part of the orchid’s reproductive system, 
lured by the flower’s nectar. This pattern has emerged by blind coevolution 
and not through any plan. Translated into the social and cultural realm, we 
might say that the concept of rhizome presupposes connections between enti-
ties that are usually perceived to be of a different nature and not belonging 
together. These new connections open, at the same time, new potentialities 
for action and experience. While the rhizome is made up of heterogeneous 
couplings, the binary pattern of the root-book forces a pre-given structure on 
the world.

tHe Internet

The concept of rhizome, as we have seen, involves multiple connections 
and it is perhaps no wonder that it has been linked to the Internet and to 
audio-visual culture in general. Furthermore, Deleuze and Guattari actually 
applied information theory in the formation of this concept. One of their most 
important sources was an article by Pierre Rosenstiehl and Jean Petitot (1974) 
on language and society as acentred systems. These two authors discussed 
different mathematical models for how a system by itself can achieve a given 
condition, for example the condition where all the soldiers in a firing squad 
fire their rifles at the same time without a general giving the order. The ways 
in which the communication will take are not given in advance and the indi-
viduals are exchangeable. Rosenstiehl and Petitot’s main topic was to try out 
different models for communication within or between masses, but without 
the usual centralization of mass communication in the form of newspapers, 
radio stations and television channels (1974). It is possible to imagine this 
exercise as a theoretical version of what was later called the Internet, involving 
acentred communication between human beings transmitted by machines. 
However, communication between machines involves protocols of identi-
fication, making it possible to transmit long series of binary numbers. This 
form of communication would not be asignifying, and hence it would not 
fulfil one of Deleuze and Guattari’s preconditions for being a rhizome. This 
is so because the identification of ‘conversational partners’ is one of the most 
important preconditions for the Internet. Another precondition for a rhizome, 
which is not fulfilled by the Internet, is that of heterogeneous couplings.

The debate about the rhizome and the net has focused on this latter 
precondition and it has been given very different interpretations. George P. 
Landow (2006) has argued that the World Wide Web is rhizomatic due to 
the application of hypertextual links crisscrossing the web. In this interpre-
tation, hypertext can illuminate Deleuze and Guattari’s discussions of the 
rhizome: it is the electronic version of the rhizome that is only imperfectly 
displayed in textual form in A Thousand Plateaus (Landow 2006: 58–62). In 
this case, the rhizomatic character of hypertext is taken for granted. Christian 
Fuchs (2005), on his side, has argued that the Internet is not self-organizing 
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or rhizomatic as a technical system, but as a socio-technical system, it has the 
potential to be so. Important for his argument is that the Internet – and espe-
cially the World Wide Web – has no function without the humans using it. 
However, he interprets the condition of heterogeneous couplings to involve 
the complete democratization of communication and the free and full access 
to the web for everyone, while, at the same time, he observes a tendency 
to close off the Internet for commercial purposes (2005: 78–79). Aaron Hess 
(2008) has expanded on the latter view by pointing out how search engines 
such as Google stratify the flow of information according to popularity by 
using statistical algorithms that organize it in a tree-like hierarchy. In this 
way, a form of arborescence is reproduced. At the same time cookies filter the 
searches and adjust them to the user’s own taste (Hess 2008). Later develop-
ments confirm Hess’ observations: the flow of information steered through 
social networks such Facebook, Instagram or Twitter leads to even more strat-
ification of this flow. 

tHe net and tHe braIn

Where can we find the connection between reading books, the Internet and 
the brain? In recent years, a number of books have been published that try 
to be realistic about the social and political consequences of the new infor-
mation technology. Examples are Evgeny Morozov (2012), who has criti-
cized the belief in the World Wide Web as an arena for political liberation, or 
Sherry Turkle (2011), who is concerned with how the use of communicating 
machines gives us an illusion of friendship, but, instead, we become lonely in 
new ways. The goal for both Morozov and Turkle is to lift a veil of presumed 
illusions about the Internet. Some of this debate has focused on the habits that 
the new media situation tends to give us, in particular the divided attention 
we give to different electronic devices and services (Jackson 2009). In my own 
country, Norway, this debate has become part of the general discussion about 
the Internet, and research has been made into what effects distractions may 
have for learning in schools (cf. Krumsvik et al. 2013). 

Nicolas Carr has argued in a book of popular science that the habit of 
reading is in transformation due to the Internet and this change is caused by 
the technical functions of the medium itself and not by its particular content 
(2011: 1–4). This argument is based on Marshall McLuhan’s (1968) observa-
tions that the main changes imposed by a new medium are not connected 
to the content of it. To the contrary, we tend to be seduced by the content of 
media and have difficulties observing the real changes that a new medium 
may lead to:

For the ‘message’ of any medium or any technology is the change of 
scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs. The rail-
way did not introduce movement or transportation or wheel or road 
into human society, but it accelerated and enlarged the scale of previous 
human functions, creating totally new kinds of cities and new kinds of 
work and leisure. 

(McLuhan 1968: 16)

If the medium is the message, what is the ‘message’ of the Internet and the 
World Wide Web? First, it is a medium for searchable pages with hypertext; 
we can easily find and read texts, listen to podcasts, view pictures or videos. 
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Carr’s main claim is that hypertext and information at our fingertips make 
us into superficial readers skimming websites and, furthermore, this form of 
reading threatens the deep reading of books. He refers to a number of stud-
ies showing that reading of web pages is much more superficial than the 
reading of books or longer texts on paper (2011: 115–43). We constantly skip 
between articles and click on links, and this habit makes it difficult for us 
to concentrate on one text for a longer time. The net has taught us to seek 
distractions. It is an apparatus geared for quick stimuli and a quick search for 
information and enjoyment.

Furthermore, the net is a dominating medium and this follows another of 
McLuhan’s arguments, which is that: ‘the “content” of a medium is always 
another medium’ (1968: 15–16), but this new medium will change the old 
one. The content of the Internet is really the content of special formats such as 
letter, television, video, encyclopaedia, brochure, magazine, poster, newspa-
per, radio programmes, diary, bulletin board, flyers, etc. It is a ‘multipurpose 
tool’ supplanting all these formats (Carr 2011: 85–98). The major question for 
Carr is whether the web will replace the book as well.

In Carr’s view there is another ‘message’ of the Internet: our habits are 
changing and this change will involve a change of our brains too (2011: 24–35). 
What makes this change possible is the brain’s plasticity. Throughout devel-
opment the connections in the brain are formed through interaction with the 
child’s environment (cf. e.g., Wolf 2008; Changeux 1983; LeDoux 2003). The 
phenomenon social scientists call socialization is mainly connected to changes 
in the body, the mind and the brain. The plasticity of the brain is somewhat 
diminished in the grown-up, but the adult brain can still change and we can 
form new habits by using it in new ways. Brain scans show that reading web 
pages is a different form of activity than the usual reading of books (Carr 
2011: 115–24). While habitual deep reading engages brain centres connected 
to language, memory and sight, the reading of web pages also involves pre-
frontal areas as if we were doing active problem-solving. Reading used to 
be a kind of deep thinking (Carr 2011: 62–65), while we now actively assess 
whether we should click on the next hyperlink or not. Surfing on the net gives 
us more intense stimuli than books and, together with other distractions, we 
get a kind of overloaded working memory (Carr 2011: 119–26). The working 
memory is the brain’s main bottleneck, and we are physiologically not well 
equipped for divided attention, which is something the ample use of audio-
visual media leads to. Multitasking is something that computers can do, while 
the human brain is overflowed with stimuli instead (Klingberg 2009: 45–81). 

Experiments also show important differences between those who have a 
small working memory and those with a bigger one: the former have greater 
problems in holding distractions away. It is nevertheless possible, at least 
to some extent, to train your working memory by concentration exercises 
(Klingberg 2009: 115–24). Many young people’s daily uses of the Internet via 
smartphones, reading tablets and computers (in addition to computer games 
and text-messages) are more exercises in distraction than concentration. 
Studies of reading habits show that readers of web pages retain much less 
of the content than from ordinary book pages. The more pictures and other 
‘rich’ media there is on a page, the less is retained of the content, and students 
who were allowed to surf on the net while listening to a lecture retained less 
of the content than those who did not (Carr 2011: 126–32). Carr’s conclu-
sion is that multitasking leads to less concentration about a task in order to 
think it through before we decide what to do about it (2011: 129–23, 182–93). 
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However, in the limited sense of IQ scores, we are not becoming more stupid. 
In industrial societies, average IQ scores have increased steadily throughout 
the twentieth century (the so-called Flynn-effect) (Klingberg 2009: 13–14, 
147–55), and still remain very high despite claims that they have receded since 
1990 (Griffiths 2014).6 

Carr’s book can also be linked to a more general debate about attention 
and whether we now have an economy of attention. The claim is that in the 
western world the flow of information is so overwhelming that the struggle 
for attention has become one of the most important economic and politi-
cal stakes in our societies (Citton 2010). All kinds of media content struggle 
for our attention, and this might have consequences for our brains. The net 
contributes to a cognitive overload of the working memory and it may also 
contribute to the epidemic of attention-related illnesses such as ADHD or 
ADD (Klingberg 2009: 103–14). Carr’s book ploughs a bit deeper by indicating 
that in the new situation, the long argument becomes less viable because only 
a small part of the population will be able to invest the continuous attention 
demanded by the reading of a book. At the same time, the deeper forms of 
reflections, which were possible when the book dominated culture, are now 
threatened (Carr 2011: 57–77). One of those who have written about an econ-
omy of attention, the literary scholar Yves Citton (2014), has criticized what he 
called Carr’s ‘alarmism’ and ‘declinism’ and has claimed that multitasking and 
the superficial ways of reading are the expressions of new ways of working 
introduced by the digital revolution. We live in another time now than when 
the book was a dominant media channel. At the same time, the political real-
ity is more complex than in previous periods and we have to divide our atten-
tion in different directions (Citton 2014: 201–46). Citton does, however, not 
discuss the neuroscientific arguments proposed by Carr and others. 

tHe net and tHe canal-rHIzome

If we lead this discussion about the book back to the rhizome and the 
Internet, then a host of new perspectives opens up. Even if the Internet does 
not fulfil the conditions for being a rhizome, it has many rhizomatic traits, in 
the way one may connect to any node in the network by following links. It 
is possible to send and receive information from any platform that fulfils the 
protocols securing the communication between them. It is therefore possible 
to view the Internet as an immanent force working to dissolve the root-book 
by displacing it with short documents read on websites. It does not, however, 
stop there: if we are to believe Carr, it is the ability to read books at all that is 
dissolved. The situation is the opposite of the one described in Ray Bradbury’s 
novel Fahrenheit 451 (2008), where the reading of books has become forbid-
den. They are becoming irrelevant instead. Reading is becoming an isolated 
activity of a small cultural elite. What Carr laments is an increased shallow 
reading and he fears that our ways of thinking and discussing will become 
more conventional and less thorough and critical.

When Deleuze and Guattari published A Thousand Plateaus in 1980, they 
could not have known anything about this development, of course, and A 
Thousand Plateaus is itself a book of great length. But do we not have an exam-
ple of the irony of history in this case? As if the dissolution of our reading 
habits due to the Internet should not be enough, Deleuze and Guattari claim 
that the root-book is organized in the same way as the long-term memory 
of our brains. The short-term memory, on the other hand, is much more 

	 6.	 This	is	a	somewhat	
imprecise	formulation	
because	IQ	is	an	index	
supposed	to	have	a	
mean	of	100	for	the	
whole	population.	The	
Flynn	effect	occurred	
when	it	was	shown	
that	many	test	persons	
(school	children,	
students,	recruits	to	
military	service,	etc.)	
received	higher	scores	
than	previously	and	
the	tests	had	to	be	
recalibrated	in	order	to	
have	a	mean	of	100.
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rhizome-like, by connecting all sorts of things, and they celebrate this abil-
ity of the short-term memory: ‘The splendor of the short-term idea: one 
writes using short-term memory, and thus short-term ideas, even if one reads 
and rereads using long-term memory of long-term concepts’ (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1987: 16).7 The two types of memory do not grasp the same things, 
and short-term memory includes the process of forgetting, but some of the 
short-term ideas are translated into the categories of long-term memory: 
‘family, race, society, or civilization’ (1987: 16). This translation, however, is 
not perfect: the translated ideas continue to disturb the categories of long-
term memory. However, one of Carr’s main arguments (2011: 77, 182–93) is 
that the shallow understanding produced by reading on the Internet is a way 
to cut our links to the long-term memory of our societies. Distracted surf-
ing on the net is instead our daily celebration of the short-term memory. Yet 
again, the long-term memory stored in books is made irrelevant rather than 
dissolved or forbidden. Does this historical trend show that rhizome, Deleuze 
and Guattari’s most famous and popular concept, has finished its task?

There are two main arguments against this conclusion. The first one is that 
the treatment of the different forms of memory and the brain is very short in 
A Thousand Plateaus. It is part of a more general topic closer to the authors’ 
concerns: how to set everything into motion and to counter instances that 
segment us and restrain us in the strata. Stratum is a concept that Deleuze and 
Guattari picked up from geology and they used it to describe the make-up of the 
world (simply explained). They identify three main strata: the physical-chem-
ical stratum, the organic stratum and the anthropomorphic stratum.8 Above, I 
discussed the two strata of signifiance/interpretation and subjectification/social 
subjection; these strata belong to the anthropomorphic stratum (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1987: 40–41, 60–63). Segments are lines or divides on the different 
strata like, for example, the distinctions between the genders, the professions, 
young and old, etc. on the anthropomorphic stratum (1987: 208–213).

The second argument is that we may have a more relevant compari-
son between the Internet and the rhizome if we look at how Deleuze and 
Guattari apply the concept in a political-institutional analysis. Just before they 
start to sum up the main traits of the rhizome, they have a short meditation 
on the relationship between the tree and the rhizome connected to political, 
economic and technical conditions. In this context, the relationship between 
the tree and the rhizome is defined somewhat differently. On the one hand, 
they describe the European state-form as a transcendent entity regulating 
society from above, giving it an arborescent structure, while, on the other, 
capitalism – and especially the North American one – forms an immanent and 
canal-like rhizome challenging the arborescence of the state: 

The flow of capital produces an immense channel, a quantification of 
power with immediate ‘quanta,’ where each person profits from the 
passage of the money flow in his or her own way (hence the reality-myth 
of the poor man who strikes it rich and then falls into poverty again): in 
America everything comes together, tree and channel, root and rhizome. 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 20)

They conclude that the canal-rhizome is a despotic form of the rhizome and 
their main point is, first, to show that there is no universal form of capital-
ism, and, second, to show that there is no axiological dualism in their analysis 
between what is good and what is bad (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 20). 

	 7.	 Deleuze	and	Guattari	
usually	refer	to	the	
following	books	by	B.	
Delisle	Burns	(1968)	
and	Steven	Rose	(1973)	
when	they	mention	
neuroscience.

	 8.	 The	latter	is	also	called	
the	alloplastic stratum.
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This analysis is made with reference to Karl Wittfogel’s (1957) study of 
hydraulic societies and Wittfogel’s main claim was that those who build and 
control irrigation systems in dry areas would also be able to exert power 
over society in general. This is the foundation for some of the major differ-
ences between Europe and Asian civilizations in Deleuze and Guattari’s 
view (1987: 18–20). The social classes in Asia were, for instance, not able to 
exert the same form of power in relation to the state as in Europe, and the 
reason for this difference was that the Asian elites were not able to maintain 
property rights based on primogeniture. Property rights in Asia therefore 
took weaker forms. In North America, the development was different: the 
canal-rhizome dissolved all resistance to the expansion of capital by getting 
rid of troublesome groups (Indians, farmers) and by immigration from the 
outside (1987: 20). One of their main points is to show that the tree and 
the rhizome involve two different dynamics of power: the first is a kind 
of power from a point outside and above society, while the other works 
through the social fabric itself. Nevertheless, their conclusion is that this 
distinction is no dualism and that concrete empirical instances are a mix: 
‘There are knots of arborescence in rhizomes, and rhizomatic offshoots in 
roots’ (1987: 20).

Even though Wittfogel’s argument about power connected to irrigation 
was founded on the study of pre-industrial agrarian societies, similar condi-
tions have been found in modern societies. The historian Donald Worster 
(1985) has, for instance, a study of the position of the public bureaucracy 
governing water-rights in the south-western parts of the United States, and 
he came to similar conclusions as Wittfogel. Nevertheless, Wittfogel’s more 
general claims that water scarcity and irrigation systems have to lead to a 
despotic rule are completely discredited.9 Examples from Southeast Asia have 
shown that a powerful state is not really necessary in order to organize large 
irrigation projects and there is no deterministic logic leading to despotic rule. 
In some large drainage projects, such as in the Mekong Delta in the early 
twentieth century, it was more a question of recruiting farmers to the new 
lands than using force (cf. Scott 2009: 50–51, 350). There is, however, no 
doubt that irrigation and canal works can be a source of power in societies 
lacking arable land and water sources. 

The same perspective can be applied to understand some impor-
tant aspects of the Internet. Those who make this channel of information 
possible, or in other ways can control the flow through it, might be able to 
develop a strong potential for dominance. In 2014, the leader of the Federal 
Communications Commission in the United States proposed new rules that 
would make it possible for some distributors to buy bandwidth for their 
content (cf. Rushe 2014). The films and series of Netflix and HBO would, 
for example, be able to achieve a higher priority through the net than ordi-
nary e-mails. The current situation is that all content has the same priority, 
which is called net neutrality. With the suggested rules this neutrality would 
be undermined and at least parts of the flow would depend on people’s abil-
ity to pay. The net would not be the kind of non-privatized public sphere 
that it is today. Even though this proposition was stopped by the American 
government (Rushe 2014), the case shows the importance of the Internet as a 
channel and it is the object for a continuous struggle over what it is supposed 
to be. This is also the case when it comes to different services on the World 
Wide Web and their attempts to catch the flows and steer the informa-
tion through their own portals. Services such as Google, Twitter, YouTube, 

	 9.	 Wittfogel’s	anti-
communism	during	
the	Cold	War	of	the	
1950s	gave	him	certain	
political	blinkers	
leading	to	an	extension	
of	his	theses	to	areas	of	
the	globe	where	they	
do	not	apply.
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Facebook and Instagram have become major focuses for net-users, and the 
companies themselves may skim the revenues that this flow through their 
channels provides. 

Facebook has also shown in an experiment in 2012, that it can manipulate 
the emotions and behaviour of their users (Kramer et al. 2014). Almost 700,000 
users were involved in the experiment, where some of them only received 
updates in their newsfeed with positive emotional expressions while others 
only received updates with negative emotional expressions. This ‘tweaking’ 
of the newsfeed was contagious in the way that the subjects (who did not 
know about their own participation in the experiment) transmitted positively 
or negatively loaded emotions through their own updates depending on the 
positive or the negative loading of the newsfeed that they had just received. 
This experiment completely violated all common principles of research ethics, 
but it showed something very interesting: the channelling of content through 
social media can change both the attitude and the behaviour of the users. The 
experiment also showed, to some extent, the potential for governing public 
opinion through social media. 

What we can conclude from the reflections above is that the Internet can 
be seen as a canal-rhizome. It works through the social fabric to make us 
dependent on it, to dissolve resistance to its own expansion and it is one of 
the main items that business interests, politicians and populations struggle 
over in contemporary societies. Political and economic fortunes are made or 
lost on the ability to attach oneself to the flow of information going through 
this channel. The ability to read books may be one of its victims.

agaInst communIcatIon

In their works after 1980, Deleuze and Guattari returned only in passing 
to the concept of rhizome. It was formed in a polemic against some of the 
written culture that Carr uncritically celebrates, and in this perspective Carr 
emerges as a conservative and as someone who nostalgically seeks consola-
tion in a previous and more innocent historical period. Deleuze and Guattari 
were absolutely not there, but if we take a look both at their writings and 
other activities in the years after the publication of A Thousand Plateaus, they 
were concerned about the gradual change in the media situation. A higher 
number of media channels in the 1980s increased the circulation of informa-
tion, opening new possibilities for resistance to the current society, but also 
new forms of domination over the population. 

In the late 1970s, Guattari was supporting the activities of the free radio 
movement in Italy and in the early 1980s he was working for Radio Tomate, 
a free radio station in Paris founded by his son Bruno Guattari (Dosse 2007: 
360). He was also very optimistic when it came to technological development 
and emphasized that the miniaturization of communicating machines, and 
their lowered prices, could lead to a ‘postmedial era’ (1989: 61–62), where 
groups and individuals could re-appropriate the media and dismantle the 
control of media companies and state institutions. He described this as a 
process of heterogenesis or resingularization that would make possible a new 
subjective and social ecology compared to the one produced in the media 
society (Guattari 1989).

In the same period, the topic of communication and information also 
became a concern for Deleuze, although his main written work in the period 
was about creativity in cinema, art and philosophy (Dosse 2007: 466–96). In a 

02_EJPC 8.2_Hostaker_151-165.indd   161 11/30/17   12:35 PM

http://www.intellectbooks.com
http://www.intellectbooks.com
http://www.intellectbooks.com


Roar Høstaker

162  Empedocles: European Journal for the Philosophy of Communication

lecture on creativity in 1987, he developed some of his critique of communica-
tion more explicitly. Asking what communication was, he said: 

First of all, communication is the propagation and transmission of infor-
mation. And information, what is it? It is not complicated. Everybody 
knows it. A piece of information is a collection of order-words [mots 
d’ordres]. When you are informed you are told what you are supposed 
to believe. In other words, to inform is to make order-words circulate. 
[…] One does not demand that we should believe [in what is commu-
nicated], but that we should act as if we believe in it. 

(Deleuze 2003b: 298–99, my translation)

The definition of ‘order-words’10 can be found in A Thousand Plateaus; they 
‘do not concern commands only, but every act that is linked to statements 
by a “social obligation”. Every statement displays this link, directly or indi-
rectly’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 79). Social obligations are made through 
linguistic expressions and the context in which they are expressed and, in that 
way, they produce order. The circulation of information is hence a circula-
tion of order-words about what we are supposed to believe and supposed 
to do (Deleuze 2003b: 298–300). This circulation keeps us busy and is the 
foundation for what Deleuze called control and a society of control. Control 
is not discipline in the Foucauldian sense of the term and he compared it to a 
motorway. On a motorway, people are not incarcerated; you can drive around 
this way and that way, but nonetheless you are under control. We cannot 
disrupt the flow of information by producing counter-information, but by acts 
of resistance that do not contain any information, and a piece of art may be 
something that is devoid of information and can be an act of resistance of this 
type (2003b: 300–01).

It is against this background I believe that we may understand the remarks 
against communication, consensus-making and advertising in Deleuze and 
Guattari’s last book What is Philosophy? (1994). In one of these passages, they 
conclude that: ‘We do not lack communication. On the contrary, we have too 
much of it. We lack creation. We lack resistance to the present’ (1994: 108, origi-
nal emphasis). Communication involves the circulation of opinions and this is 
the opposite of philosophical creation of concepts that are made against opin-
ions (1994: 6–7). Doing philosophy may be an act of resistance itself.

conclusIon

One of the main questions in this article is whether the concept of rhizome was 
a kind of ‘own goal’ in its critique of the book when we look back at the devel-
opment of the Internet since the early 1990s. But I think it is important to view 
A Thousand Plateaus as a product of the situation in the 1970s, and it seems 
clear that the introduction of neo-liberalism in the 1980s and the dominance 
of market mechanisms also changed the political concerns of Deleuze and 
Guattari. They could not know that the introduction of small communicating 
machines might lead to massive state surveillance and a colossal concentra-
tion of power in the hands of a few companies. However, the concept of the 
canal-rhizome still holds great interest for the analysis of our present situation. 
The World Wide Web is a reticular system working through the social fabric 
and not from a hierarchical position and, in addition, it is the environment in 
which our reading habits are formed. If Carr is correct about the web and its 

	 10.	 The	common	meaning	
of	mot d’ordre is	
slogan,	order	or	(in	
a	military	context)	
password.
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consequences for what texts we will be able to read, then a re-appropriation of 
our ability to concentrate and read long and complicated texts will be part of 
a strategy for a new and different ecology for the brain. Such a strategy would 
be compatible with Guattari’s thought that the ecology of social and subjective 
experiences is as important to fight for as an ecology of nature (Guattari 1989). 
The general concept of rhizome cannot, on its side, be discarded outright, but 
can be involved in the way we can think new transversal couplings in order to 
produce the multiple (cf. Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 6) as a part of a resist-
ance to new unitary thinking created by the flow of order-words.
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In the contemporary city, the physical infrastructure and sensorial experiences of two mil-

lennia are now inter-woven within an invisible digital matrix. This matrix alters human per-

ceptions of the city, informs our behavior, and increasingly influences the urban designs we 

ultimately inhabit. This volume cuts through these issues to analyse the work of architects, 

designers and media specialists, laying out a multi-faceted view of the complex integrated 

phenomenon of the contemporary city. Split into three sections, the book interrogates 

the concept of the “smart” city, examines innovative digital projects from around the 

world and documents experimental visions for the future. 

ISBN: 9781783205608
Paperback
196 pp |  170 x 230mm
£30 | $43
ebook available
Part of the Mediated Cities series

Digital Futures and the City of Today
New Technologies and Physical Spaces

Edited by Glendar Amayo Caldwell, Carl H. Smith and Edward M. Clift

Imaging the City brings together the work of designers, artists, dancers, and media 

specialists to investigate how we perceive the city, how we imagine it, how we experience 

it, and how we might better design it. Steve Hawley, Edward M. Clift, and Kevin O’Brien 

provocatively open up the field of urban analysis and thought to the perspectives of 

creative professionals from non-urban disciplines. With contributors from across the globe, 

Imaging the City offers insight for engaging with - and forecasting the future of - our cities.
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Filming the City brings together the work of filmmakers, architects, designers and 

video artists to provide three distinct prisms through which to examine the medium 

of film in the context of the city. The book presents commentaries on particular films 

and their social and urban relevance, offering contemporary criticisms of both film and 

urbanism from conflicting perspectives, and documenting examples of how to actively use 

the medium of film in the design of our cities.  Bringing a diverse set of contributors to the 

collection, the editors offer readers a new approach to understanding the complex, multi-

layered interaction of urban design and film.
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