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In his reading of Spinoza, Deleuze encounters the key concept of 

"expression" and finds it as a folding, a repeated unfolding. Still, to fully 

understand this concept, he needs Bergson's philosophy of time. In the 

philosophical structure of Deleuze-Bergson, the past-present, virtual-

actual dualities are co-existence and twin; both are real but with 

"different" realities that become in a constant, continuous, aimless, and 

completely random flow. Meanwhile, the virtual is a special reality that 

is always present but not an active reality; the virtuality of reality is 

related to the past, in that the past is real in the sense of being virtual. 

The virtual is not the image of the actual, it is not the image of anything 

at all, and it is not like the image; it is not even the actual minus the 

feature of actuality; the virtual is neither the spirit of the actual nor a kind 

of transcendence above it; it is only a part of reality; Just as actuality is 

a part of reality, no more, no less; but the virtual is real in the same way 

that actuality is real. 

Keywords: virtual, actual, time, Bergson, Deleuze. 

Cite this article: Zohdi Sehat, Hossein; Seyf, Seyed Masoud & Baqershahi, Ali Naqi 
(2025). The Meaning of the Virtual in Bergson's Structure of Time according to Gilles 
Deleuze. The Quarterly Journal of Western Philosophy. Vol. 4, No. 2, pp. 61-80.  

DOI: 10.30479/wp.2025.21515.1147  
 © The Author(s). 
 Publisher: Imam Khomeini International University  

 
* Corresponding Author; E-mail: h.zohdi5911@yahoo.com 



Zohdi Sehat, Seyf & Baqershahi, The Meaning of the Virtual in Bergson's … (pp. 61-80) / 62 

Extended Abstract 

Deleuze's philosophical project would be incomplete without the man he calls the father of 
philosophers. Deleuze's studies of Bergson are carried out in two distinct periods: one in the 
mid-1950s, the other in the mid-1960s. While many thinkers consider Spinoza's influence on 
Deleuze to be more pronounced in some ways, and others consider Nietzsche's influence to be 
heavier in Deleuze's philosophy, some, such as Alain Badiou, believe that Deleuze's true 
master is Bergson, not Spinoza or Nietzsche. Deleuze's encounter with Bergson was not 
accidental; Rather, after Deleuze's immersion and contemplation in the sea of Spinoza's 
philosophy and his intoxication with his theory of the single essence, which provides a suitable 
answer for Deleuze with its expression (express) and provides a shortcut to overcome the 
problem of transcendence and duality, a new question arises for him, which is "how the single 
essence is expressed." Since he finds the expression of essence to be a fluid matter, he seeks a 
fluid matter that will allow this expression of essence to become a reality in this context; since 
he does not find the answer to this question in Spinoza, he turns to Bergson's philosophy and 
his special theory of time; where time is neither linear nor circular or cyclical, nor even 
existential. 

Bergson is the one who can make possible, with the theory of Derrida, along with its 
branches, how Spinoza’s “expression” is possible; a concept that Spinoza had mostly described 
as what it is. Bergson, as a modern philosopher, has a special interest in the issue of time, and 
among modern philosophers of time, he is perhaps the first and most important. In his reading 
of Spinoza, Deleuze encounters the key concept of “expression” and finds it to be a folding, 
unfolding, and repeated unfolding; but to fully understand this concept, he finds himself in 
need of Bergson’s philosophy of time. In the philosophical chronology of Deleuze-Bergson, 
the past-present, potential-actual dualities are both real but with “different” realities that come 
into being in a perpetual, continuous, aimless, and completely random flow. Between these 
dualities in Bergson's philosophy, there is neither a causal relationship, nor a relationship of 
transcendence, nor even a relationship of succession. There is no causal relationship because 
neither is, in the strict sense, the cause of the other; rather, both are different types of reality. 
This relationship is not of the transcendental type either, because neither is superior to the 
other; rather, their relationship is fundamentally not valuable. Nor is the relationship of the 
sequential type in the common sense; in the sense that one ends before the other begins; rather, 
both are present simultaneously in different real spheres. In other words, they are co-existence 
and co-evolution. 

In Bergson, a clear distinction must be made between the concept of the possible and the 
Bergsonian concept of the potential. Unlike the possible, which is opposed to the real, the 
potential is real, although not actual. Both the potential and the actual are real; one is contained 
within the other, but with a different presence and reality. The potential, as a productive 
difference, separates itself from itself, differentiates itself, and the actual is produced; as a 
result, something new occurs. The potential is therefore nothing more limited than the actual, 
nor is it similar to it. The potential can be introduced by two negative attributes of limitation 
and similarity (which are found in the possible); and two positive attributes of difference and 
creation. This type of difference between the possible and the potential is expressed in similar 
terms in difference and repetition and Bergsonism. 

What is important for Deleuze is the acceptance of a type of reality that is latent but exists. 
That is, he wants to make us aware of the existence of a layer of reality whose lateness is its 
essence. What is important for Deleuze is not the latent reality, but the reality of the latent, 
which is called the virtual; virtual is undoubtedly the original name for "being" in Deleuze's 
work, or rather, the two nouns virtual/actual complementing the meaning of being and 
becoming, respectively. There are latent things that are not illusory and unreal; they are real 
but in a special way. They are not simply traces that indicate the passage of things in the past; 
they are really present but in a virtual way. 
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Therefore, we must know that the distinction between the virtual and the actual is not like 
the distinction between the possible and the real. There are several differences between them: 
one is that the possible does not exist, but the virtual does; that is, the virtual is real. Of course, 
the virtual is real as long as it is virtual. The possible is also that which may become real but 
has not yet happened. But the virtual is already real and does not need anything added to it to 
become real. Another difference is that the possible is the image of reality, while the virtual is 
not the image of reality [but is the real itself]. The structure of the possible is like the structure 
of the real, but it lacks the real characteristic. The third difference is that the possible is that 
which is either realized or not; but the virtual is not realized, but becomes actual. Another 
difference is that the rules for the actualization of the virtual - as seen in the possible - are not 
of the type of similarity or goal-setting, but of the type of difference or divergence and creation. 
Virtuality shows the type and manner of existence of the past, because the past is real and 
present, but the type of reality and its presence is virtual; one of the most important 
characteristics of this type of reality is being latent and not exposed. 

Before Bergson, time was a collection of anat (moments) that could be divided into past, 
present, and future; real time was also the present. But in Bergson, the smallest unit of real time 
is: past-present-(a shadow of the future); and in Deleuze: past-present-future. In other words, in 
Bergson, the past and present and a shadow of the future coexist and exist together, and in 
Deleuze, this neighborhood and twinning is more pronounced, especially in the case of the future. 
Therefore, the role of Bergsonian concepts in Deleuze's scenario, as a complementary reflection 
of Spinoza's concepts - especially the concept of how to express - is quite prominent and 
prominent; although in the meantime, the place of "future" is still empty. 
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