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I have been working on a research program on autism. I am conducting this research program with my 

colleague philosophy scholar and medical doctors: a specialist of disability and a specialist of psychoanalysis. 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. 

I have once put forward three following hypotheses: 

1) 19th century is neurotic and neurosis is 19th century mental disorder, because so-called discipline was 

still dominant then. 

  20th century is schizophrenic and schizophrenia is 20th century mental disorder, because this century 

is characterized by disappearance of authority, exclusion of “name/no of father” (“forclusion du nom du père” 

[Lacan]). 

  How can we characterize 21st century in this line? Autism would be the mental disorder which 

characterizes this century, because it is dominated by late-capitalism or neo-liberal economic which forces us to be 

flexible and  discriminates and excludes some people because they are not flexible. 

2) Contrary to what is ordinarily said about Deleuzian philosophy, this philosophy is not so much close 

to schizophrenia as autism, because, in spite of the fact that Deleuze himself does not mention to this mental disorder, 

the core of his philosophy teaches us so much about autism. 



3) It is quite misunderstanding to define autism as disability in the medical sense, because it is quite 

possible that people who has a certain kind of mental and physical tendency is considered to be handicapped. The 

more you understand autism, the more you see the continuity between autistic people and neurotypical people. I 

myself rather aim to find a general theory of human being in autistic people’s experience.   

 

Today’s lecture is structured as follows: 

1) Introduction: I will present a general idea of what connects Deleuzian philosophy and autism; 

2) Problem of face recognition: I will explain the difficulty that autistic people have in identifying 

others by their face; 

3) Theory of proper name by Saul A. Kripke: I will introduce an essay by Japanese psychiatrist, Mitsue 

Shimizu, who interprets this difficulty of face recognition by making use of very famous proper name theory which 

criticized so-called Descriptivist theory of names; 

4) Deleuzian theory of haecceity or singularity: I will criticize Shimizu’s explanation of this problem. 

My reasoning will be very dialectical, because I will refer to Shimizu’s essay in order to deny it. It 

deserves an attention, but has to be criticized and Deleuzian philosophy makes possible to criticize it.  

So please be careful to this point.  

 

0. Introduction: point of departure 

  What connects Deleuzian philosophy and autism? My point of departure is his essay on Michel 

Tournier, “Michel Tournier et le monde sans autrui”. As you know, this is an essay on desert island. You may 

wonder why a philosopher discusses desert island, which is hardly a philosophical subject matter. However, if you 

once notice that desert island is where there is no other, you may realized what is at stake here. Deleuze puts forward 



his own theory of other by referring to this figure of desert island. 

 For lack of time I jump to the conclusion. What is Other? Or, if anything, what is the function of the 

Other? What could the world be, if it lacks others? 

 Deleuze says the other has 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. 

 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. 

 Relying on Deleuzian theory of Other, we can think as follows. If perception of depth is made possible 

by internalization of Others, people who have difficulty in finding their own others may have difficulty in perceiving 



depth as well. Quite possibly, it is the case with autistic people. In a sense, autistic people live on a ‘desert island’. 

Due to the lack of others, autistic people have difficulty in structuring the perceptive field. 

 Well, then, why do autistic people lack others? Why do they have difficulty in finding their own others? 

Let me see again what Deleuze said. He said: ‘the part of the object that I do not see I posit as visible to Others’. In 

this proposition, there is a very important issue he does not point out. 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. 

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. My own Other must be someone or 

something very similar to me. “similar Other”: this is a concept that I want to put forward to develop Deleuzian 

theory of other and autistic studies.  

 We can develop Deleuzian theory by using the concept of similar Other. Why do autistic people have 

difficulty in finding their own Others, their own similar 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, 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 the 

flower or mere flowers. In order to perceive flowers, mere flowers, you need a process of generalization, which is 

what she could not accomplish, because each flower was singular to her. We can call this saturated perception. She 

is not capable of dealing with what she perceives. 

 Her world was full of singularities: a world very Deleuzian. I hasten to add, however, that she was 

always troubled by these singularities, because they invaded her. Anyway, singularity is what characterizes and 



explains how autistic people live their lives. 

This close relationship between autism and singularity explains, for example, why autistic child has sometimes 

difficulty in language acquisition, but easily reads technical books. Everyday language is vague. We, for example, 

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 them to read a complex technical book than accept the vagueness of everyday 

language. 

 

1. Problem of face recognition: case of Miss X 

 Based on these theories on other and singularity, now I introduce you a case which is worth analyzing. 

It is a case reported and analyzed by a Japanese psychiatrist Mitsue Shimizu. It is about a college student, Miss X, 

who cannot identify the face. Miss X had some troubles in her university life due to her autistic tendency. She started 

to have counseling with Mrs Shimizu. And Mrs Mishizu soon noticed Miss X could not recognize her, because when 

Mrs Shimizu said hello to Miss X in a waiting room, Miss X replied as if she had seen Mrs Shimizu for the first time. 

 As the counseling goes on, it becomes revealed that Miss X cannot recognize her friends’ faces but also 

her family members’ faces, and not only her family members’ face but also her own face. But how does she know 

who someone is? By identifying a part of the person, she says. She can recognize, for example, hairstyle, form of eye, 

form of nose, form of chin etc. Someone may say she perceives each part of someone’s face, but cannot integrate 

these parts into a face to identify someone. In her everyday life, she makes use of the recognition of a physical 

segment to identify a person. Belongings also help her to identify person: for example, my mother always has this 

sort of handbag, so she is my mother… Time and place are also helpful: the person who is at home on this day of 

week at this time is my sister, etc. 



 

2. Kripke’s theory of proper noun 

 In her very interesting essay reporting the case of Miss X, Mrs Shimizu refers to famous proper noun 

theory of Saul A. Kripke, according to which a proper name cannot be reduced to a set of descriptions. For example, 

as descriptions which identify Aristotle, we know that 1) he is a philosopher of Ancient Greece; 2) he taught 

Alexander the Great; 3) he wrote a book called Metaphysics etc. According to descriptivist theory of proper names, 

which had been dominant before Kripke, proper noun was defined as a set of these descriptions. This means that 

proper noun is an abbreviation of these descriptions and, by virtue of these descriptions that are not mentioned but are 

supposed behind the name, we can refer to the reference designated by that noun. We all can refer to Aristotle by 

virtue of the descriptions which are hidden behind the name of “Aristotle”.  

 Kripke criticized this descriptivist theory. His idea is very simple in its essence. Descriptivist theory 

ignores the problem of modality, namely, the possibility. Aristotle might not have taught Alexander. Someday it may 

be proven to be true. If so, we have a proposition the philosopher who taught Alexander did not teach Alexander, 

which is totally senseless. This means that 1) the descriptive theory of proper noun holds true as far as we do not take 

into account the modality of possibility and 2) proper noun has something that cannot reduced to the set of 

descriptions: proper noun has some sort of quality which goes beyond the descriptions that we know about the object 

of a proper noun. 

 Shimizu uses this Kripke’s theory to say: Miss X lives in a world where exist no proper names but only 

descriptions. Neurotypical people, says Shimizu, recognize someone’s face and identify this someone. This means 

that, when you recognize someone’s face, you receive a some sort of quality attached to the individual who is 

referred to by a proper name. By using a scholastic and Deleuzian term, this quality can be called haecceity, 

translated usually into “this-ness” in English. Haecceity is a term that designates the quality by virtue of which it is 



unique. As you know, Deleuze also uses a term “singularity” to designate the same quality. 

 Descriptive theory of knowledge, as it were, tries to erase haecceity or singularity by replacing it with 

general descriptions and as Kripke proved, this is theoretically wrong. 

 

3.  

 Here we are confronted with a theoretical contradiction. On one hand, Ayaya reports saturated 

perception as her own autistic experience: she lives in a world full of haecceities or singularities. On the other hand, 

Shimizu considers that Miss X, due to her autistic tendency, cannot perceive haecceity: Shimizu goes so far as to say 

Miss X does not encounter someone as someone. Which is correct? 

 What is at stake here is the status of the concept of haecceity. Haecceity is not a quality exclusively 

attached to a so-called individual, an individual person. Everything can have a haecceity, namely, everything can be 

singular: for example, hairstyle, form of nose, form of chin… every part of a face can have its own haecceity. But 

Shimizu limited this concept by considering an individual person to be a minimum unit. 

 Certainly Miss X cannot recognize a face to identify a person, but it does not mean she does not feel the 

haecceity of her mother, for example. To her, as a matter of fact, her mother is singular. She is just incapable to 

recognize a face, because each part of face appears singular for her. So we should say Miss X also lives in a world 

full of haecceties or singularities. 

 

4.  

 Here we should remind how Deleuze defined singularity and haecceity. 

 

“We seek to determine an impersonal and pre-individual transcendental field, which does not resemble 



the corresponding empirical fields, and which nevertheless is not confused with an undifferentiated 

depth. This field cannot be determined as that of a consciousness. […] What is neither individual nor 

personal are, on the contrary, emissions of singularities insofar as they occur on an unconscious surface 

and possess a mobile, immanent principle of auto-unification through a nomadic distribution, radically 

distinct from fixed and sedentary distributions as conditions of synthesis of consciousness. Singularities 

are the true transcendental events […]. Far from being individual or personal, singularities preside over 

the genesis of individuals and persons […]. (The Logic of Sense, 15th series of singularities, p.118) 

 

 I cannot go into the detail of this extremely rich paragraph. I just put a stress on the fact that singularity 

is defined by Deleuze as pre-individual and non-personal: what is singular is event. 

 That a nose with a certain form exists on the surface of a face is an event. That an eye with a certain 

form exists on the surface of a face is an event. For Miss X, haecceity exists in the parts of a face. It is not that she 

cannot receive haecceity, but she finds haecceity where neurotypical people do not. We should stop using negative 

expressions like “they cannot” to describe autistic people’s experience: they experience the reality in a way different 

from the neurotypical one. We can say that some autistic people have high-resolution perception.  

 The next quotation from an interview of Deleuze seems to explain autistic experience of haecceity in a 

very beautiful way. 

 

“When I said Felix and I were rather like two streams, what I meant was that individuation doesn’t have 

to be personal. We’re not at all sure we’re persons: a draft, a wind, a day, a time of day, a stream, a 

place, a battle, an illness all have a nonpersonal individuality. They have proper names. We call them 

“hecceities”. […] Our individuality is rather that of events, which isn’t making any grand claim, given 



that hecceities can be modest and microscopic”. (“On Philosophy”, Negotiations, p.141) 

 

 Through Autism Studies, we understand how concrete and real a Deleuzian concept such as haecceity or 

singularity is, although it appears highly abstract at first glance. And Such a Deleuzian concept can contribute to the 

development of Autism Studies, which convinces me of necessity and possibility of philosophy itself today. Thank 

you. 

 


