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2 Assemblages of Social Design 

This paper discusses the philosophical 
notion of assemblage: its ontological 
reality, relational agency and its affective 
pull. It argues that the institution of 
social design should be conceptualised 
in terms of an assemblage. 



 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
  
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
  

3Assemblages of Social Design 

Introduction 
Assemblage is a concept that cuts across many of the works of Deleuze
and Guattari (1984, 1986, 1988; see also Guattari, 1984, 1989, 1995)
and others for whom their work is important. Primary among these latter
is Manuel DeLanda who has developed what he calls “Assemblage
Theory” from Deleuze and Guattari’s work, particularly through his books
A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity
(2006) and Assemblage Theory (2016). There are however other
discussions of this concept (Latour, 2005; Philips, 2006; Venn, 2006)
as it has become relevant in a number of different disciplines and 
practices in recent years. What follows will be a snapshot of a much
larger set of discourses on the concept of assemblage. As such, it is
an early step in developing the role of the concept of assemblage in
relation to social design. 

Assemblage and Ontology 
For DeLanda, assemblage theory is necessary to encounter social
ontology (2006) and examine how the social is created (2016). By
invoking “ontology” here, DeLanda foregrounds the question of being
(in a classic, philosophical formulation: “why is there something rather
than nothing?”), so that, for him, the existence of the social needs to be
accounted for not just accepted. Furthermore, to say that the social is an
assemblage is to position it as a creation. He introduces assemblage “to
elucidate the proper ontological status of the entities that are invoked by
sociologists and other social scientists” (DeLanda, 2006, p.8) to answer
the question “why does society exist so?” Alongside a similar and
contemporary effort — Bruno Latour (2005) Reassembling the Social: an
introduction to Actor-Network Theory — DeLanda proposes to consider
the conditions for the existence of the social as being constituted
of things in networked relations with each other. DeLanda’s account 
of assemblages is that they are “wholes characterized by relations of 
exteriority” (DeLanda, 2006, p.10; original emphasis). Antagonistic both
to totalities and essences, while nevertheless involving wholes and parts,
assemblages in DeLanda’s account offer wholes that are emergent and

“contingently obligatory” (DeLanda, 2006, p.10). For him, the most
important aspect of an assemblage is that the “component parts enter
into relations of exteriority” (DeLanda, 2006, p.45) at which point they
construct social entities: a resolutely Deleuzian position. (In Control 
and Becoming, Deleuze (1995, p.171) reflects upon his and Guattari’s
characterisation of society in A Thousand Plateaus (1988) thus: “society
is defined not so much by its contradictions as by its lines of flight, it
flees all over the place”.) The sheer dynamism of this ontology requires
recognising society as a complex construction, created by things in
relation to each other and which are always under processes of change:
an assemblage. 

But, while DeLanda emphasises his assemblage-as-emergent-whole as
definitely non-reductionist — that is, not determined by its component 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

    
   

 

    

 
  

       
      

    
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

    

 

 

4Assemblages of Social Design 

parts — and, though he argues against seeing assemblages as totalising, 
he does place more value on the holistic final form that the assemblage 
takes (DeLanda, 2006, p.119).1 What is missing from DeLanda’s (2006) 
account is an investigation of the nature of the relations upon which 
assemblages rely. If, importantly for DeLanda, an assemblage is 
anything that emerges from the relations between the things from  
which it forms, then it constructs from a multitude of elements each  
moved or arrested by the affective impacts of the others (Deleuze, 1988, 
1990; Spinoza, 1996; Brassett, 2016, 2018). The affective relations are 
also important. 

Assemblage and Agency 
The relevance of the concept of assemblage to social design does not
stop here. In reflecting on an aspect of assemblage often overlooked in
the usage discussed — escaping as it does from English translations of
the work of Deleuze and Guattari — and which may help us work from
DeLanda’s account to something that does not dismiss the relations of
the social assemblage. This lost concept is the link to agency evident in
Deleuze and Guattari’s French: agencement. John Phillips (2006) teases
out the overlaps and discrepancies in meaning between the French and
the English concepts in his rich, short piece “Agencement/Assemblage”. 
Highlighting agencement’s relations to other of Deleuze’s concepts 
— sense, event and becoming — he uncovers the notion of “in 
connection with” that is accentuated in the French but not in the 
English.2 Where assemblage’s tendency is to give prominence to the 
concrete “state of affairs” of any collection — as in DeLanda (2006) — 
agencement has a greater fluidity in focusing upon the relations 
between the parts that are now collected. Phillips (2006, p.108) writes:

“Agencement designates the priority of neither the state of affairs nor
the statement but of their connection, which implies the production of
a sense that exceeds them and of which, transformed, they now form
parts.” More everyday French usage pitches agencement into distinctly
design and innovation territories, with connotations of layout, planning
or arrangement. Michel Callon (2006) notes these in an essay on
performativity and economics, writing: 

Agencement has the same root as agency: agencements are 

arrangements endowed with the capacity of acting in different ways 

depending on their configuration. This means that there is nothing 

left outside agencements: there is no need for further explanation, 

because the construction of its meaning is part of an agencement. 

A socio-technical agencement includes the statement[s] pointing 

to it, and it is because the former includes the latter that the 

agencement acts in line with the statement, just as the operating 

instructions are part of the device and participate in making it work. 

(Callon, 2006, p.13) 
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An actor’s agency is thus founded upon an ability to arrange, to act, to
design and innovate, to make connections between things in creative 
ways whose affective potentials then exceed the possibilities of the 
designer or innovator. Assemblages need agents. Excess potential can 
then fold back into the agencement to enrich further opportunities for 
impactful creative production. This point can be made in yet another way. 

In the Introduction to Deleuze and Design (Brassett and Marenko, 2015,  
pp.5 — 6), the authors note Deleuze and Guattari’s use of the reflexive   
verb “se dessiner” in describing Kafka’s work. “Coming into view” is the 
translators’ choice to render “se dessine”, which can also be translated  
as “emerges” and, more literally, “designs itself”.3 Assemblages,
agencements emerge, stand out, come into view not passively but 
actively. This is not only what design does, but also what it is: design 
designs our ontological possibilities.4  This is why Kafka, as told by 
Deleuze and Guattari, was interested in how a new “agencement se 
dessine”: in how the capacities for action so key to any form of agency 
are given the ability to emerge, to self-arrange, to design themselves. 

Assemblage and the Affective Pull   
At the opening of a book containing a collection of lectures given in the
mid-/late-1930s, after his retirement, philosopher and mathematician
Alfred North Whitehead writes the following: “[philosophy’s] primary
stage can be termed assemblage” (1966, p.2; original emphasis). 
It is a small reference, but beckons much. Against “systematization” 
— a totalising and closed grouping of ideas — Whitehead values 
assemblage as an open-ended gathering together of matters-of-fact
and matters-of-importance. For him, while matters-of-fact can be
investigated scientifically, matters-of-importance are the purview of
speculative philosophy: philosophy of the ‘what if?’; philosophy that
is resolutely creative of the possibilities of present experience under
pressure from the future (Whitehead, 1961). This recalls Latour’s
discussion of design in his keynote address at the Design History
Society’s Annual Conference, “Networks of Design” (2008; pp.2 —10).
For him, design needs to be seen as dealing with “matters of concern”
not with “matters of fact”. Following this, we may posit all design as
that which constructs assemblages of affective importance from
interconnected things. If we can move these assemblages away from
totalising concepts and narratives, towards constructs that value
openness, connection and creative evolution, then social design can
activate (along) both its ontological value and its relational importance.
Latour highlights this through his use of the word “thing”. From an Old
English word (itself from Old Norse) that captured not only the cultural,
legal and political deliberations of matters-of-concern, “thing” is also
the spaces in which these took place. The creative production of things 
— those designed and innovated as a result of organisational processes
and those redesigned, deranged, hacked or subverted by people
outside of these organisations — is a multiply entangled assemblage:
of a number of different concerns at a moment in time; and, in an 
immanent fashion, of the conditions for such assemblages to exist.5 



 
  

 

     
  

 

 6 Assemblages of Social Design 

Social Design as an Assemblage 
These are the ingredients for the institution of social design as an
assemblage. It will, it seems to me, regard the design practices that
it mobilises as important acts upon which it is also assembled. In 
philosophical parlance (particularly of Spinoza, Whitehead and
Deleuze), this is immanent. That is, such an assemblage self-
constructs on a plane on which (and as which) the conditions for
its existence, the facts of its existence and the multiple concerns
that it holds in relations mutually affect. This is both complex and 
complicated, but instituting social design as an affective assemblage
was never going to be easy. 



 
 

 
  

  
 

   

    

    
 

   
  

7Assemblages of Social Design 

Acknowledgements 
Versions of this paper were presented as talks at the 8th and 9th International Social 
Innovation Research Conferences, Glasgow Caledonian University, UK (2016 and 2019).
Thanks to the participants for their rigorous questioning. Thank you to Professor Lucy
Kimbell for the opportunity and Dr Patrycja Kaszynska for her diligent and robust edits
of earlier versions of this text. 

Endnotes 
1 For a more nuanced examination of emergent systems and their relations to reductionism and holism, 

developed through an account of “integrative levels” see: Stengers (1997) and a commentary in Brassett 
(2021 forthcoming). 

2 It is worth noting that Guattari (1984) uses ‘agencement’ in the senses discussed here before Deleuze 
and that it is one of the many creative impacts that Deleuze receives from his encounter with Guattari. 

3 In the original: « quand peut-on dire qu’un nouvel agencement se dessine? » (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1975, p.149). 

4 The emerging ethics here is also important to note. It constitutes both a social design and a political 
design and is thus valuable to consider for those of us interested in social design and innovation. See, 
too, note 5 below. 

5 This recalls Deleuze’s depiction of ethics (1988, p.23) as the “typology of immanent modes of existence”. 
I work through this definition of ethics to arrive at a relational ontology of the social in which design is deeply 

implicated (Brassett, 2018, 2019). 
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