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Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari

• A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1987)



Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari

• Hierarchical trees versus (or and…and…and) lateral rhizomes

• Maps versus (or and…and…and) tracings

• What Deleuze & Guattari described in 1987 sounds like 
taxonomies and knowledge graphs!





Hierarchies

Miller’s Law:

The average person can only keep 7 (plus or minus 2) items in their working memory.

Miller, G. A. (1956). "The magical number seven, plus or minus two: Some limits on our capacity for processing information". Psychological 
Review. 63 (2): 81–97. CiteSeerX 10.1.1.308.8071. doi:10.1037/h0043158. hdl:11858/00-001M-0000-002C-4646-B. PMID 13310704.

Limits of Hierarchical Thinking



Limits of Hierarchical Thinking

Hierarchies

BoldLuis, CC BY-SA 4.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0>, via 
Wikimedia Commons: 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/8c/Taxonomy_and_phylog
enetics.svg

King, John & Li, Yuefeng & Tao, Xiaohui & Nayak, Richi. (2007). Mining world 
knowledge for analysis of search engine content. Web Intelligence and Agent 
Systems. 5.



Hierarchies
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Hierarchies

Image credit: https://rashandeepsingh.medium.com/what-is-semantic-net-give-example-1757afa43ea6
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Hierarchies

Limits of Hierarchical Thinking

Pros
● Useful for organizing categories
● Easy (relatively) to build and implement
● Great for

○ E-commerce
○ Site navigation
○ Org structures
○ Document categorization…to a point

Cons
● Ignore or flatten non-hierarchical 

relationships
● Limited semantic expressivity
● Closed text

○ Only certain relationships allowed
● Implies rigid categorization

● Implies rigid boundaries between topics 
that are conceptually linked





Rhizomes

A rhizome is lateral and relational, not hierarchical

The point of the rhizome is “and…and…and”: it grows laterally, without limits

The rhizome is decentralized: there is no center or top

The rhizome is democratization: all points are equal

“Any point of a rhizome can be connected to any other, and must be.”

“There are no points or positions in a rhizome, such as those found in a structure, tree, or 
root. There are only lines.”





Tracings define a de facto state and codify a hierarchy

“All of tree logic is a logic of tracing and reproduction.”

Tracings





Rhizomes form maps and “fosters 
connections between fields”

A rhizome always has multiple entryways

“The rhizome connects any point to any other 
point”

Maps



A rhizome always has 
multiple entryways, like 
a subway map with 
many lines



• The map is a graph

• A graph is a set of subjects and objects 
connected by vertices

• Subjects and objects are concepts

• Vertices are relationships and are first-class data 
citizens

• The graph is semantic: subject - predicate (verb) - 
object

• In the graph, subjects, relationships, and objects 
are all important

Maps & Graphs



Nodes are concepts

Concepts are subjects 
and objects

Relationships are lines
and are semantically 
defined



A knowledge graph is a cartography: a map, not a 
tracing

• KGs are rhizomes in the semantic space

• Like a rhizome, knowledge graphs cross 
domains and connect fields

• KGs allow every concept to connect to every 
other concept in a taxonomy by any number of 
relationships defined by an ontology

• Concepts represent things; these things can be 
metadata, data, and content

Knowledge Graphs



• The ontology is the structural underpinning 
of a knowledge graph

• The ontology is the legend to a knowledge 
graph map of one or more domains

• The ontology and defines the rules allowing 
for what relationships are allowed between 
concepts

Ontologies



The ontology legend to this knowledge graph 
map

Ontologies



• You are making a map, not a tracing

• Information does not have to exist in buckets or boxes

• Connect information where it lives

• Identify subjects and objects: these are concepts

• Identify semantically useful relationships beyond 
broader/narrower and related

• Extend and connect your knowledge graph within and across 
domains: “and…and…and”

Relationship-Based Modeling



Supporting Technologies & 
Architecture

Taxonomy and 
Ontology Management 
System

Graph database

Integrated systems
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Trees + Rhizomes



Trees + Rhizomes
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https://plos.org/open-science/open-data/





Trees + Rhizomes



Trees + Rhizomes

https://www.jstor.org/analyze/



Trees + Rhizomes

https://www.jstor.org/analyze/



Trees + Rhizomes

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/



Trees + Rhizomes

https://timbr.ai/blog/introducing-timbr-sql-kg/





• Think rhizomatically

• Relationship-based modeling

• Make a map, not a tracing

• De-arborize, democratize, decentralize

• “Connect the trees back up with a rhizome”

Calls to Action



All Quotes from Deleuze, Gilles, Félix Guattari, and Brian Massumi. 1987. A thousand plateaus: capitalism and schizophrenia.



Ahren E. Lehnert
Senior Manager, Graph Solutions

Synaptica

Thank you!

bob.kasenchak@factorfirm.com
info@synaptica.com

Bob Kasenchak
Information Architect 

Factor

mailto:bob.kasenchak@factorfirm.com
mailto:info@synaptica.com

