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Deleuze’s imagination and the question of autism  

 

Koichiro KOKUBUN 

 

I have been working on a research program with a doctor, a medical specialist 

of disability. We have been studying human subject from philosophical, medical and 

scientific point of view by focusing on autism (Today its medically correct name is 

autistic spectrum disorder (ASD), but here I use the name ‘autism’). The deeper our 

research becomes, the more I realize that Deleuzian philosophy is closely connected to 

autism and autism helps understand this philosophy. 

 Today I present you some of our research results and, based on these results, I 

would like put forward a philosophical hypothesis, which I formulate into the following 

proposition: ‘Too other is not other to me’. My today’s paper is aimed at explaining 

what this proposition means. 

 

* 

 

 My argument is mainly based on Deleuze’s very curious texts on desert 

island: ‘Causes et raisons des îles désertes’ and ‘Michel Tournier et le monde sans 

autrui’. It is not ordinary for philosophers to discuss the figure of desert island. 

However, once you understand what is philosophically at stake there, you will think it is 

no wonder Deleuze considers it to be a philosophical subject worth studying seriously. 
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Desert island designates a world without others. It is therefore the problem of other that 

Deleuze intends to scrutinize relying on this figure. 

 What could the world be, if it lacks others? What does the world without 

others look like? These are the questions that Deleuze raises in his desert island essays. 

As I do not have so much time, I hasten to jump into his conclusion. He puts forward a 

following thesis: ‘The Other is [...] a structure of the perceptual field’ (Deleuze 2009, 

p.346 / p.357). What does it means? The other has, he writes, an effect of organizing ‘a 

marginal world’, which is indispensable for us to perceive the world (p.344 / p.354). A 

marginal world designates a part of the world we do not see now. We, of course, cannot 

perceive all the aspects of an object at the same time. For example, when you walk 

down a street, what you see is just the façade and the wall of a building. However, you 

imagine that, behind them, there are rooms, corridors, stairways etc. You have an idea 

of depth, although you have not confirmed it. How is it possible? Deleuze comments: 

‘the part of the object that I do not see I posit as visible to Others’ (p.344 / p.355). It is 

by virtue of others which are internalized within yourself that you can imagine that what 

you do not see does nevertheless exist. This logic can be extended to the world itself, so 

that we can say that one can imagine the world by virtue of others. 

 Conversely, if the others are missing, which happens on desert islands, this 

perception of the world collapses: the part of the object that I do not see simply no 

longer exists. The world is therefore reduced to what I see. This is what happened to 

Robinson Crusoe. As you know, Deleuze’s essay on Michel Tournier is about this 

writer’s philosophical novel, Vendredi ou les Limbes du Pacifique, which is an 
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adaptation of Daniel Defoe’s famous novel. Deleuze quotes Robinson’s monologue 

from Tournier’s nouvel: “My vision of the island is reduced to that of my own eyes, and 

what I do not see of it is to me a total unknown” [ma vision de l’île est réduite à 

elle-même, ce que je n’en vois pas est un inconnu absolu] (p.345 / p.355). 

 Relying on this reasoning of Deleuze, we have our first conclusions. Our 

perception of the world is not ready-made; it needs others to be generated. And, in 

addition to that, since the capacity of having an image of the part of the world I do not 

see is usually called imagination, what Deleuze states about perception is also 

applicable to this mental faculty. Imagination is no more ready-made than perception of 

the world is. In order to perceive the margin of world and in order to imagine the world, 

we need others. 

 

* 

 

What is surprising is that Deleuzian thesis on perception of the world is now 

being confirmed by autistic studies. Today how autistic people perceive the world is 

being unearthed. One of the characteristics of autistic people’s perception is lack of 

depth. A researcher who had strong autistic features in her childhood, looking back on 

how the world looked like to her, states that she perceived, for example, the buildings as 

if they were a stage setting, which is no more than a picture drawn on a plane and has 

no depth. In her perception, what she did not see did not exist. She could not organize 

the margin of the world. 
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If we just medicalise autism, this characteristic would be treated as a disability 

of perception. But since we know Deleuzian theory of perception and others, we can 

interpret it otherwise. It can be considered that autistic people have great difficulty in 

finding their own others. Due to the lack of others, how they perceive and imagine the 

world is different from how the majority perceives and imagines the world. In a sense, 

autistic people live on a ‘desert island’. 

Why do they have difficulty in finding others? My colleague, Shin’ichiro 

Kumagaya, takes notice of how autistic people react to external stimuli. They are 

sometimes said to be vulnerable to external stimuli. However, this does not mean that 

they are simply weak, rather they are sensitive to difference and singularity. For 

example, Satsuki Ayaya, a researcher of our team, who has an unusual experience of 

being diagnosed as having Asperger syndrome at the age of thirty, says, when she was a 

child, she could not perceive a flower garden, because, for her, each flower appeared as 

different. For her, there exist this flower, that flower and so on, but no such thing as 

flower garden. In order to perceive a flower garden, you have to generalize all the 

flowers before you, which is what she could not do, because each flower was singular to 

her. 

This explains why autistic child has sometimes difficulty in language 

acquisition, but easily reads technical books. Everyday language is vague. For example, 

we call ‘apple’ both an apple we have before us and an apple we ate yesterday, despite 

the fact that they are totally different. For autistic child, this difference does matter. On 

the contrary, in a technical book, all the terms are clearly defined, so that it is easier for 
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them to read a complex technical book than accept the vagueness of everyday language. 

We realize now that where the difficulty of autistic people in finding others 

comes from. For them, the majority people, who are called ‘neurotypical’ in autistic 

studies, are too different from them in terms of reaction to the external stimuli. Deleuze 

said: ‘the part of the object that I do not see I posit as visible to Others’. In order to 

entrust our perception to others, these others must see the world just as we see the world. 

Others must be very much like us. Likeness is crucial here. This is what my proposition: 

‘Too other is not other to me’ means. For example, on desert island, there may be a bird. 

A bird is other to me. However, a bird cannot help me organize the margin of the world, 

because it is too other to me, too different from me. 

 

* 

 

Now we can draw a philosophical conclusion from these observations. As we 

have said, our perception of the world is not ready-made: it must be generated and it is 

generated by virtue of others. What my research team discovered is that, if our 

perception of the world was generated without any difficulty, it is because we could find 

others who were not so different from us and fit us. The majority, neurotypical people, 

can easily find its own others, so that they can easily organize the margin of the world. 

In this sense, what is considered to be the characteristics of autistic people’s perception 

is not a disability. Some people can relatively easily accomplish a process for 

perceiving the margin of the world because they are majority and find their own fitting 
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others, while others cannot because they have difficulty in finding their own fitting 

others. 

And if our perceptive field is not ready-made, but generated, it could also 

collapse, which is the case with what happens on desert island. Our perception can 

change and is susceptible to the environment in which we encounter others. I would like 

to connect this conclusion on perception to the problem of imagination. Because as we 

said, what Deleuze points out about perception is also applicable to imagination. And, 

of course, here I think about Kant. In his transcendental philosophy, this mental faculty, 

imagination, Einbildungskraft, plays a decisive role, however the origin of this mental 

faculty remains unquestioned. Imagination is supposed to be in our mind. If I talk about 

the origin of imagination, it is because Heidegger, in his famous Kantbuch, Kant and 

the Problem of Metaphysics, tries to define imagination as a ‘root’ of two ‘stems’, that 

is, two other mental faculties, sensibility and understanding. If these two mental 

faculties emerge from imagination, where does imagination itself come from? 

Deleuzian answer would be ‘from others’, but the other in question is not so-called 

utterly other, because ‘too other is not other to me.’ 
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‘Yet, what about these two stems? Is it merely by accident that Kant uses this image to 

characterize sensibility and understanding, or is its use meant to indicate that they grow 

out of a “common root”? […] 

The interpretation of the laying of the foundation of metaphysics has revealed that the 

transcendental imagination is not merely an external bond which fastens two extremities 

together. It is originally unifying, i.e., it is the specific faculty which forms the unity of 

the other two […] 

Is it possible that this originally unifying [bildende] center is that “unknown, common 

root” of both stems? Is it accidental that with the first introduction of the imagination 

Kant says that “we are scarcely ever conscious” of its existence?’ 

(Heidegger 1962, P.144 / S. 137) 

 

--Gilles Deleuze, ‘Michel Tournier and the world without others’, The Logic of Sense 

(1990), translated by Mark Lester & Charles Stivale, Continuum, 2009 / « Michel 

Tournier et le monde sans autrui », Logique du sens (1968), Minuit, 1994. 

--Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, translated by James S. 

Churchill, Indiana University Press, 1962 / Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik 

(1929), Gesamtausgabe, Band 3, Vittorio Klostermann, 1991.  

 

 


