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Preface

Late in 2010, Zero Books published my collection Towards Speculative Realism: Essays and Lectures.1 The chapters in that work consisted of material arranged chronologically from 1997 through 2009: from my latter years as a doctoral student at DePaul University through the earliest years of the Speculative Realism movement. Towards Speculative Realism proved to be a greater success than anticipated. Whatever inherent philosophical interest the book may have had was clearly augmented by its Bildungsroman structure, with the struggling graduate student of the early chapters replaced by an internationally visible author in the final pages of just a dozen years later. The chronological feel of the book was further enhanced by an italicized introductory paragraph at the head of each chapter, often referring to failures or human dramas of the sort that most authors suppress during triumphant recaps of their careers. This structure was meant to encourage the legions of depressed and demoralized graduate students in our midst, as if to say: “your current invisibility, your enfeebled productivity, your rejection by conferences and publishers, and your struggles with tyrannical advisors could well mean nothing a decade from now.” Judging from the often poignant quality of reader mail since 2010, the book has had considerable benefit in healing the wounded.

Bells and Whistles is a book in much the same vein as Towards Speculative Realism, but it covers the period from 2010 through early 2013: a time of public battles rather than obscure student futility. By the last two chapters of the book, we were entering a period of significant change. The Speculative Realism and Object-Oriented Ontology movements had fragmented, their original members busied with mutual articulation of disagreements. Tristan Garcia, a young French thinker of great promise (see Chapter 10 below), was on the verge of appearing in English and shaking up the battle lines among Speculative Realists. Other significant changes in my work environment were afoot.

Since the chapters in this book were written as standalone pieces and not as organic parts of an integrated book, the reader can expect a certain amount of repetition: Heidegger’s tool-analysis continues to appear frequently, as does Husserl’s transformation of Twardowski, the distinction between “under-mining” and “overmining” assaults on objects, and lingering complaints about Bruno Latour’s 1999 assertion that entities are no more than whatever they transform, modify, perturb, or create. Quentin Meillassoux is a frequent target of disagreement; Levi Bryant a bit less so. And since many of the chapters of Bells and Whistles were either oral presentations, interviews, or blog posts, an informal style permeates the whole. In my 2011 book on Meillassoux, I proclaimed the benefits of studying a living philosopher in the midst of public emergence.2 Bells and Whistles, much like Towards Speculative Realism, allows readers an inside look at my own recent career, with continued glimpses of success, failure, and conflict. In this way they will be able to see each of these chapters as embedded in a wider human life, and perhaps will come to appreciate the obstacles in their own lives as elements of an intellectual drama rather than as biographical distractions from antiseptic theory.

With age it becomes much easier to write (though somewhat harder to find the time to read). The calming rhythm of routine, the natural decrease of youthful anxiety, the waning nervous energies of middle age with their newfound indifference to imaginary threats, the fresh flood of invitations for lectures and written work, concrete professional incentives, a more settled personal and financial life, and growing self-confidence in one’s own intellectual footing–all these factors can add up to a staggering productivity. The Derridas and the Žižeks with their multiple books per year are not thirty times more energetic than you are, but simply three times as old and ten times more welcomed. Avoid affectation, scorn the transient pressures of your era, stay close to what you care about most, and someday you may find your thoughts ripe and in demand.

In order to pre-empt any trollish queries as to which of these chapters are the bells and which are the whistles, we can agree to use the term “whistle” for the brief Chapters 1, 5, 9, and 14: a blog post, an unpublished fragment, and a pair of interviews. The other chapters are lectures or essays of a more traditional sort, and here the metaphor of “bells” can be replaced at will by the figures of pipe organs, tom-toms, bassoons, or any heavier instrument of the reader’s choosing.






1. Brief SR/OOO Tutorial (2010)3


Along with traditional print media, the blogosphere has become increasingly important in the dissemination of Speculative Realism and Object-Oriented Ontology. If the online philosophy world often resembles the Wild West with all its shootouts, marshals, and cattle rustlers, it also offers frontier justice and scattered nuggets of gold. In January 2009 I launched my own blog, “Object-Oriented Philosophy,” under the nickname Doctor Zamalek (a reference to the Cairo island neighborhood where I live). After a brief shutdown in March 2009, the blog was relaunched at a slightly different address.4 The following post, from July 23, 2010, is the one most often cited in standard academic publications, and thus it seems useful to place it in the present collection. Its topic is the difference between two philosophical movements with which I am closely involved: Speculative Realism [SR] and Object-Oriented Ontology [OOO], which partially overlap but do not coincide. Due to increased public confusion of the two phrases by the summer of 2010, it seemed wise to state their differences explicitly. I have made no attempt to smooth out the typically improvised and shoot-from-the-hip style so common to the blogosphere, but I have made some minor changes in punctuation and paragraphing, while adding a few explanatory footnotes concerning related material.

An increased amount of email has started to pour in over the past few weeks, much of it quite gratifying. One thing I’ve noticed from a lot of the mail is that SR and OOO have started to bleed together in many people’s minds. For example, [Quentin] Meillassoux is sometimes being referred to as an “object-oriented philosopher,” which isn’t true. So, for those who are new to this part of the blogosphere, here is a renewed summary of what the different terms mean.

“Speculative Realism”

This term was a Ray Brassier coinage. It was his idea, in 2006, to assemble the two of us along with Meillassoux and Iain Hamilton Grant for a single event, which then happened in April 2007.5

Initially we had a very hard time coming up with a good term for that group of people. At first I was prepared to cave in and let it be called “speculative materialism,” Meillassoux’s term for his own philosophy, even though I am an anti-materialist myself. But at some point a few months before the event, Brassier came up with “speculative realism” instead, and I loved it. He and Meillassoux both eventually soured on the term, for different reasons, but I’m still quite fond of it.

“Speculative realism” is an extremely broad term. All it takes to be a speculative realist is to be opposed to “correlationism,” Meillassoux’s term for the sort of philosophy (still dominant today) that bases all philosophy on the mutual interplay of human and world.

Please note that the speculative realists don’t even agree about what is wrong with correlationism! For example, what Meillassoux hates about correlationism is its commitment to “finitude,” the notion that absolute knowledge of any sort is impossible. But he doesn’t mind the correlationist view that “we can’t think an X outside of thought without thinking it, and thereby we cannot escape the circle of thought.” (He simply wants to radicalize this predicament and extract absolute knowledge from it. Meillassoux is not a traditional realist; German Idealism is his true homeland, just as it is for Žižek and to a slightly lesser extent Badiou.)6

By contrast, I see the problem with correlationism as the exact opposite. I don’t mind the finitude part, which seems inevitable to me. What I hate instead is the idea that the correlational circle (“can’t think an unthought X without turning it into an X that is thought”) is valid. I see it as flimsy.

In any case, speculative realism survives as a useful umbrella term for many different kinds of new realist-feeling philosophies that work in a generally continental idiom, but the original group of four will have no repeat meetings. The intellectual divergences are now simply too great.

“Object-Oriented Philosophy”

This term is my own coinage, dating to 1999. (If anyone used the phrase earlier than that, I was unaware of it but would be happy to credit them if it is brought to my attention.)

None of the other original speculative realists do object-oriented philosophy. In fact, they are all rather anti-object, each in his own way. (Even Grant, whose position is much closer to mine than those of Brassier or Meillassoux, does not think the world is made up primarily of individual entities. These arise for him through obstructions or retardations of a more primal global energy.)

Object-oriented philosophy can be viewed as a subspecies of speculative realism (even though it’s seven or eight years older). To be a speculative realist, all you have to do is reject correlationism for whatever reason you please. To be an object-oriented philosopher, what you need to do is hold that individual entities of various different scales are the ultimate stuff of the cosmos. Note that this includes both [Bruno] Latour and [Alfred North] Whitehead as well; I define the term in such a way that Latour’s actors and Whitehead’s actual entities (and possibly even societies) also count as “objects” in the widest sense.

But then I criticize both Whitehead and Latour for reducing these individual entities to their relations.7 And I continue to maintain this point despite an increasing number of claims that Whitehead and Latour do no such thing. I’m willing to keep fighting this battle, but I really don’t see how the point can be avoided. Both of them not only reduce entities to their relations, but do so quite proudly and explicitly. Indeed, both of them consider this to be among their own major innovations.

In short, object-oriented philosophy involves a fairly general set of minimal standards that leaves a good bit of room for personal variation. You can agree with Whitehead rather than me and still be an object-oriented philosopher. My own version has not just one, but two basic principles:


1. Individual entities of various different scales (not just tiny quarks and electrons) are the ultimate stuff of the cosmos.

2. These entities are never exhausted by any of their relations or even by their sum of all possible relations. Objects withdraw from relation.



The rest of my philosophy follows from these two points, I think. As for the related term “Object-Oriented Ontology,” this was coined by Levi Bryant in July 2009. Levi, Ian Bogost, and I, along with Steven Shaviro and Barbara Stafford (more as friendly in-house critics, the latter two) kicked off the OOO movement in April 2010 at Georgia Tech in Atlanta.

I hope that helps clarify the difference between the two terms.

Yes, I consider myself both a speculative realist and an object-oriented philosopher, just as I consider myself both a U.S. citizen and a permanent resident of Iowa. OOO can be seen as one of the “states” within a larger Speculative Realist union.






2. The Return to Metaphysics (2011)

This lecture was delivered on April 9, 2011, as the keynote address at the 16th Annual Philosophy Conference at Villanova University, located in the Philadelphia suburbs. The lecture criticizes several “reductionist” and “immanentist” approaches to objects (which elsewhere I have called “undermining” and “overmining” approaches). On the basis of this critique, my fourfold model of objects is then sketched, a few months prior to the English publication of The Quadruple Object by Zero Books. On a personal level, it was a moment when things felt like they had come full circle. In October 1990 I had come to Villanova for the first time, as a newbie graduate student attending my first academic conference: the annual meeting of the Society for Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy (SPEP). I remember feeling not quite at home at that 1990 conference, where I had functioned mainly as a chauffeur for faculty and older graduate students in a Penn State University car. Just over two decades later, on my first visit to Villanova ever since, I found myself giving a keynote address directly across the street from where the 1990 conference was held. The intervening twenty years of difficult work flashed constantly through my mind. After the conference I drove to my undergraduate alma mater, St. John’s College in Annapolis, also for the first time in twenty years. In the library at St. John’s, I found my old crudely penciled marginal notes (from 1988) in the English translation of Heidegger’s Vom Wesen des Grundes, and was both charmed and exasperated by the primitive efforts of those notes. None of my old teachers at St. John’s recognized me on sight, and some of them clearly did not remember me even following detailed reminiscence in their presence. The effect of this amnesia on their part was strangely liberating, rather than insulting. Why be bothered any longer by things that no one else can even remember? I should also add that the passport officials at the Philadelphia Airport were extremely rude upon my arrival. After more than a decade spent in Egypt, I was finally being treated as a foreigner in my own country, despite the laughable “Welcome home!” that followed their absurdly sarcastic interrogation and snarky luggage inspection. The GPS device in my rental car then led me in circles through the Philadelphia suburbs for two hours before finally taking me to my city center hotel.

Almost from the beginning, “metaphysics” has been an unpopular word in continental philosophy, with a small number of prominent exceptions: the positive use of the term by Emmanuel Levinas comes to mind.8 But the case of Levinas is the exception that proves the rule, since he is often denounced for the apparent theological bias of this turn to metaphysics. The related term “ontology” has been treated more favorably, as for instance in the early Heidegger.9 Yet even “ontology” is not one of the major slogans of post-Heideggerian continental thought. In fact, the two terms date from very different historical periods. The word “metaphysics” is famously ascribed to the editors of Aristotle, with ta meta ta physika (the writings “after” the Physics) reinterpreted to mean what lies beyond the physical. The origin of “ontology” is less widely known among those well-versed in philosophy, but it seems to have arisen as late as the seventeenth century. But there is little use getting wrapped up in etymologies, since the two terms have continually been redefined by thinkers with differing agendas. Nonetheless, in connection with recent continental thought, the meaning of the term “metaphysics” is relatively clear. Let me start by describing some of the ways in which “metaphysics” is used in our circles, and also by briefly stating how I would support or reject the various usages.

First, there is the critique of metaphysics in the sense of ontotheology, as defined by Heidegger and pursued by Derrida.10 The complaint here is that metaphysics has always been a metaphysics of presence. One specific kind of being has been elevated to the level of being itself, set down as the foundation for all others. Whether it be water, air, atoms, or the boundless apeiron among the pre-Socratics, the Platonic forms, the primary substances of Aristotle, the God of medieval philosophy, matter for Giordano Bruno, the Cartesian substances, Leibnizian monads, the impressions and ideas of empiricism, the Kantian categories, the idealist subject or spirit that followed Kant, Schopenhauer’s will, Nietzschean power, Husserlian phenomena, or Bergson’s êlan vital, some entity internal to the world has been taken for the root of the world itself. That privileged entity is always described as directly present to the mind, or at least to the world. This means that in principle it can be described by a known list of features, and all else that exists is explained in terms of this chosen God of each philosophy. In my view, the critique of ontotheology is the greatest forward step of twentieth century philosophy, and should be endorsed and even expanded. I will do so tonight, while also defending my own concept of objects as remaining untouched by the critique, and even as the best extension of it.

Second, the critique of metaphysics as onto-theology is often mistaken for a critique of realism. This is somewhat paradoxical. After all, the critique of onto-theology requires that something always escapes presence in every new model of the most important entity in the world, taken as the root of all others. For example, the engine of Heidegger’s philosophy is his critique of the presence of Husserl’s phenomena in consciousness.11 The excess of reality beyond phenomenal presence seems to entail realism, the doctrine of a mind-independent reality. But even Heidegger has often been interpreted as an anti-realist (as in Lee Braver’s otherwise excellent book12 ), and Derrida is in fact an anti-realist despite an increasingly vocal minority who claim he was a realist all along.13 As I see it, this claim immediately fails when we look at a piece such as the “White Mythology” essay.14 Here Derrida jumps from Aristotle’s insistence that there must be a univocal being of a thing behind any multiplicity of descriptions of it, to the less justified assertion that Aristotle thinks there must be univocal meanings for terms, though this is surely refuted in advance by Aristotle’s appreciative treatment of poets and metaphor.15 To be a realist does not entail that one is also an onto-theologian. On the contrary, I hold that only realism, only a model of individuals with real constitutions outside our interactions with them, can defeat onto-theology. The return to metaphysics that I advocate is a return to realism, which as far as I know was never defended by name in continental circles until the early twenty-first century.16 Yet we should not advocate a return to onto-theology, which Heidegger is right in viewing as disastrous. While onto-theology and realism are often viewed as twin brothers, I see them as mortal enemies. Only a reality irreducible to any encounter with it, whether by humans or by anything else, provides guarantees against the onto-theology that claims to deliver the root of the universe in person.

On a related note, the word “metaphysics” is sometimes uttered with contempt by those who work in a more scientistic tradition. For them, metaphysics means mere conceptual speculation done in an armchair, devoid of contact with empirical fact. To give an example, my own distinction between the real and the sensual, meaning the real and the phenomenal, has sometimes been dismissed as a “metaphysical” distinction in this pejorative sense.17 For this sort of philosophy (which is devoted less to science per se than to epistemology) we confront a set of images, and what we need are criteria to distinguish good scientific images from bad manifest “folk” images. Yet this standpoint is already not just metaphysics, but a metaphysics in the bad sense of ontotheology. It holds that everything can, in principle, be made adequately present to us (even if in practice this can only take the form of an asymptotic approach), and that it is merely a question of using epistemologically valid techniques to sift the wheat from the chaff. Rather than water, atoms, Platonic forms, God, or Cartesian substance, we now have good images as the root of the world.

But as long as we are stuck on the level of images, even if we decree some of them to be scientific and others as worthy only of the naive folk, then this is not genuine realism. It may see itself as the most hardheaded realism imaginable, since it fights so ardently to destroy all illusions and bring us face-to-face with an utterly minimal remnant of the real. Yet this real is no reality at all, since it is completely isomorphic with the possible knowledge we might have of it. Realism is not realism if the reality it describes can be translated without energy loss into human knowledge, or indeed into any sort of relation at all. That will be another of my claims tonight, a thesis I have often defended in print but which still has numerous skeptics: realism requires an absolute gulf between reality and relation. No human epistemologist can drain reality to the dregs, and for the very same reason no inanimate thing can exhaust any other simply by bumping into it. Realism does not just mean a world of images verified by science. Nor does it mean merely that some dark, haunting residue lies beyond the grasp of humans alone. Instead, it also means that even inanimate causation does not exhaust the entities that are engaged in it. Human knowledge deals with simulacra or phantoms, and so does human practical action, but so do billiard balls when they smack each other and roll across a green felt phantom. We can develop this theory further in an armchair, a library, a waterbed, or a casino, but waiting for empirical results will never settle the issue, since all such results will be grasped through a prior metaphysical decision: an onto-theological model in which good images are the epistemological foundation of the real.

So far, the return to metaphysics argued for here is a return to realism and a continued rejection of ontotheology, including the rejection of any scientistic claim that the natural sciences should have a monopoly on themes such as space and time, substance, the mind, and the contours of the universe.18 But we should also consider the rejection of metaphysics found in the writings of Quentin Meillassoux, one of the freshest and most challenging new philosophers today. In After Finitude,19 Meillassoux champions what he calls speculative thought, while rejecting what he calls metaphysics. As he sees it, metaphysics means a commitment to the existence of a necessary entity, and since he finds himself obliged to champion radical contingency, no necessary entity is possible. While this may sound like a repeat of the critique of ontotheology, it is actually a more specific claim. First of all, Meillassoux holds that metaphysics culminates in the ontological proof of the existence of God, in which God is not only taken to be the root of the cosmos, but is also thought to be necessary by virtue of a “prodigious predicate.” As Meillassoux puts it: “Although one may maintain that a perfect being should possess existence, one cannot maintain that our conceiving it as perfect entails its existence.”20 In his view, to reject the existence of a necessary entity goes hand-in-hand with rejecting the principle of sufficient reason. For if everything has a reason, and that reason has a reason, and so on, this series must end in some final reason that is also the reason for itself, under pain of an infinite regress. Meillassoux’s claim is that to believe in a reason for anything at all automatically requires belief in a necessary being somewhere down the line. And since this violates the radical contingency that he thinks he has demon- strated, the principle of sufficient reason must be rejected. 
Things happen for no reason at all. (Or rather, the laws of nature can change for no reason at all; within the scope of these laws, things do have a reason for happening in lawlike fashion, but this is an inconsistency that need not concern us here.)21 My response to these claims is mixed. On the one hand, I would agree with Meillassoux that a “prodigious predicate” is a bad idea, and would also agree that no necessary being exists (among other things, an entity with no reason other than itself would fail the onto-theology test). But it does not follow that we should abandon the principle of sufficient reason. Quite the contrary, this principle is so important that we must uphold it even under the pain of infinite regress.

For our purposes, then, the return to metaphysics means as follows. We must defend the realist conception of a reality never present to human thought or to anything else. We must also defend the principle of sufficient reason. At the same time, we should preserve the critique of all forms of ontotheology (including scientism) and more generally the idea that thought is ever able to grasp its topic directly. But to defend sufficient reason and to oppose the ontotheology of an ultimate layer of reality does in fact require that we defend an infinite regress of beings: or “objects,” as I call them.

1. The Real is Never Present

First, we should consider what the critique of onto-theology does and does not attack. Despite the occurrence of the word “theology” in this phrase, not all theology is necessarily ontotheological. The belief in a single almighty entity that created the sky and the earth, that judges human souls and assigns them to heaven or hell, and sends a redeemer for the sins of our species may be attacked for other reasons, but it does not automatically fail the ontotheology test. It could well be that the universe was created by God, or by a physical singularity at the Big Bang, just as everything real could well be made of subatomic particles. The critique of ontotheology simply means a critique of presence, and theories of presence can take one of two basic forms. As a first option, they can hold that true reality exists at the foundation of the cosmos, so that everything else is merely an aggregate built out of this foundation. We can call such theories reductionist, since they hold that what really exists is some deep fundamental layer compared with which the higher layers have no reality in their own right. As a second option, they might hold that there is nothing deep and hidden behind what is present to the mind, and that reality can be found entirely in its presence to us, or perhaps in its presence to other entities in the form of networks or events. We can call these theories immanentist, since they deny that anything exists besides what is already immanent in the mind, or at least what is immanent in an extended sense of the world that includes inanimate entities.

Let’s start with philosophies of immanence. The one that bothers Heidegger is his own starting point, phenomenology. For Husserl, not only must we start with what is present to consciousness, we also must finish there, since he holds that even if some things may be hidden from a human observer right now, it is nonsensical to claim that anything might exist that would in principle be inaccessible to consciousness. Even if some things are not present to anyone at all in this very moment, all we need to do is find some way to turn our attention to them, and they will become present. For Husserl, this is the being of things: their actual or potential occurrence in the phenomenal sphere. For Heidegger from 1919 onward, this is no longer the case.22 In his famous tool-analysis, which is probably the greatest moment of twentieth century philosophy, Heidegger contends that our primary way of dealing with things is absence. While our conscious efforts are always focused on some explicit purpose, they rely on a hidden infrastructure of hammers, streets, grammatical structures, atmospheric oxygen, and bodily organs—none of them visible as long as they are functioning smoothly, but all of them silently relied upon in our explicit dealings. Since I have given lengthy interpretations of this tool-being on many occasions, there is no point doing it again here.23 Instead, let’s focus on just a few key points. First, my use of oxygen or a hammer do not exhaust these entities. I can be surprised at any moment by the failure of such objects, which indicates that there is a hidden surplus in them that is never mastered by my conscious awareness. This is sometimes explained by saying that for Heidegger all theory is grounded in praxis, in a practical background where things are simply used rather than observed. But this reading does not go deep enough. Notice that praxis is just as stupid as theory in its encounter with things in the world. If my conscious awareness of a hacksaw or chair does not exhaust their being, then neither does my use of these items.

What the tool-analysis shows is that the world is filled with objects as inscrutable and dangerous as hidden bombs that could explode at any moment without our expecting it. The tool-analysis is not just about tools functioning smoothly and vanishing into efficient praxis; it is also about the possibility of broken tools, and these are possible only because tools are more than our current use of them. Objects are not immanent, because they lie deeper than any theory and any praxis to an equal degree. Whereas some people say that theory is just a more lucid form of praxis, we could also say that praxis is just a cloudier form of theory. Objects elude the grasp of both. Objects are essentially non-relational. They do come into relations, of course, but insofar as these relations never fully grasp or deploy their terms, how relations are possible is a problem still to be solved, given the inherent autonomy or hidden reserve in the heart of all things. And finally, these objects are deeper than their relations with each other as well. Our failure to grasp the depths of the hammer is not due to some special feature of human or animal psychology, but comes from the simple fact that no entity is capable of fully registering the depths of another. The chair does not use all features of the floor any more than you or I do, or any more than a falling piece of paper does. Relationality is the realm of translation and caricature, not of direct contact with the real. This means that the real is never immanent in relations, and this presents a challenge to numerous philosophies of immanence: whether it be immanence in consciousness as found in phenomenology, or the immanence of actual entities in their prehensions as for Whitehead, or the immanence of actors in what they modify, transform, perturb, or create in the admirable philosophy of Bruno Latour.24

We might also consider one of the classic philosophies of immanence: the theory of images in Bergson’s Matter and Memory.25 Here, there is supposed to be no difference between things in the real world and things as they appear to us. Everything is an image. This is Bergson’s frontal assault on the Kantian doctrine of a separation between things-in-themselves and appearances. If there is any difference between things and our knowledge of them, it cannot be a distortion but only a subtraction in which we limit the features of objects according to the biases of our practical action.26 In a different but related vein we have a recent admirer of Bergson, Quentin Meillassoux, for whom the thing-in-itself counts as “in-itself” only because it is capable of outlasting the human lifespan. For as long as humans still exist and think, there is no difference between the in-itself and what we are in principle able to know of it. The primary qualities of things are not hidden in some shadowy underworld, but are precisely those qualities that can be mathematized, which etymologically means those qualities that can be learned.

In such cases, the results of Heidegger’s tool-analysis might not seem to be as powerful an objection, since they could make counter-arguments against Heidegger. From a Bergsonian point of view, it could be said that the hammer itself is an image, and the hammers of praxis and of perception are simply impoverished versions of this richer hammer-image that remains immanent nonetheless. Meanwhile, from Meillassoux’s outpost, at least two objections are possible. First, he would say that when the hammer breaks it still breaks for us, so that we remain inside the correlational circle and no deduction of anything outside the circle is possible. Second, Meillassoux might say it is false that the hammer found in use could be dependent on some causal interaction between me and a real hammer lying out of view; given the absolute contingency of everything, there should be no such connection between any two realities at all. Experience passes from my efficient use of the hammer to the sudden shock of a broken hammer, not as the causal result of a hidden surplus but as a purely contingent event or bolt from the blue not rooted in any hidden reality. As for the scientistic position, it might claim (and does claim, in the so-called theory of “real patterns,”27 or of functionalism more generally) that what we call a hammer exists only at a level of observational scale pertinent to humans, and that there is nothing called hammers in the world itself. The hammer is a kind of epistemological froth in consciousness, not a hidden real causal agent. With each of these objections, the primacy of images appears to be sustained.

But here I would like to introduce a new principle: let’s call it the Feeble Image Principle. Consider the following case. Let’s imagine that at some point biology thinks it has obtained perfect knowledge of frogs. Every known genetic, anatomical, and behavorial feature of frogs has been exhaustively catalogued. A few years later, as the earth is increasingly bombarded with radiation, frogs become extinct. Our knowledge of these extinct creatures lives on in immaculate biological texts that tell us everything that can be known; yet even if we master these texts, frogs do not return from the dead. Now imagine that some melancholic and daydreaming child mourns the extinction of frogs, and consoles herself by dreaming up the concept of a radiation-resistant frog. This creature seems so real to the child that she imagines she hears them resounding in ponds by night, immune to further danger from the sun. But only a highly imaginative child, or a psychotic, would think that to imagine these super-frogs is the same thing as to create them.

The point is this: images are feeble with respect to what they indicate, and being a kind of image, knowledge is also feeble. Between a frog itself and the knowledge of a frog there is a vast difference in kind, no matter how excellent that knowledge may be. It will be objected that no one but full-blown Berkeleyan idealists deny this trivial truth, and hence that it is not worth mentioning. I answer as follows. If we all agree that the image of a frog does not live, breathe, eat, and reproduce like a real frog, then philosophy needs to account for the difference between them. And any philosophy that believes in the direct translation between thing and image automatically fails to do so. A philosophy can insist as much as it likes that there must be “structural” features in common between frogs and knowledge of frogs if knowledge is to be possible. But then it faces the burden of accounting for the non-structural element in real frogs that is not carried over into the structure of knowledge. It will not suffice to appeal vaguely to some theory of matter in which the structure appears, because then we are back in the most traditional sort of metaphysics: that of frog-forms inhering in shapeless physical matter. In this way correlationism collapses into idealism, but so does that sort of realism which thinks not only that a real world exists, but that the mind is able to copy it. In short, we must choose between outright solipsism and a metaphysics in which the gap between object and image is absolute, in such manner that translation or distortion from one to the other must always occur. To conclude, philosophy cannot be concerned with immanence, but only with counter-immanence: not with a wisdom about knowledge, but with a love of wisdom about what lies outside knowledge. The real cannot be made present without ceasing to be real.

We now turn to reduction. In immanence, we saw that everything was supposed to lie at the surface of the world, whether in consciousness or in a world of concrete events. This failed (as seen from Heidegger’s tool-analysis) for the simple reason that immanence is unable to explain change; if everything simply is what it is here and now without anything lying hidden in it, there is no reason why everything would not simply just go on being what it already is. Immanence is a mockery of depth. By contrast, reduction is a mockery of the surface. What seems to us to be real is said to be just a byproduct of something deeper and more real that underlies our gullible illusions. The ultimate form of this doctrine says that “All is One,” and that specific entities are somehow produced at the level of mind or of functional uses, with the human psyche arbitrarily breaking distinct chunks of reality away from a unified being (as seen in radical form in the early Levinas).28 But these days, few people will go quite that far. The more popular version of this theory says that there is a “pre-individual”29 that is neither entirely one nor already articulated into individual units. The problem with this theory is that it tries to have things both ways. If we view it as one, then there is no reason why it should ever turn into multiple things: not even for a conscious subject, since this subject should merely be part of the One in such a theory. But if we view the pre-individual as many, then it is already broken into pieces that we cannot avoid calling “objects,” and we have already seen that objects must be non-relational if they are to have any autonomous identity at all.

So, let’s look instead at a more plausible version of reduction, in which objects such as hammers would be no more than the components of which they are built. We have already opposed the attempt to reduce hammers upward into immanence, whether for the mind or for anything else. The hammer cannot be reducible to its effects in this moment, because it is capable of many different effects, and is equally capable of surprising us by failing utterly in its function and thereby giving a glimpse into its unexpressed underside. We must also now oppose the attempt to reduce it downward–to make the hammer vanish into its component pieces rather than into its external effects. And the reason for opposing it is similar to the previous one. Just as the hammer can have multiple shifting effects while not being a different hammer (which would merely fall into the immanentist trap of being unable to explain change) so too the hammer can have multiple changing components within certain limits without losing its identity. To remove a few atoms from the hammer, or even a few thousand atoms, does not change it into something different. The idea that nothing exists but trillions of tiny particles, and that the so-called hammer emerges only through its functional hammer-effects, fails to notice that the hammer is never immanent in any given effect. Nor does the hammer need to be having any hammer-effects at all in this moment: a hammer sitting on a shelf is still a hammer even when no one is looking at it or using it.

In sum, objects are not immanent in their current presence to the mind nor immanent in the world, and objects are also not reducible to that of which they are made. Like any object, the hammer occupies a mezzanine level midway between the domestic relations of its pieces and the foreign relations of its outward effects. In traditional terminology, the hammer is not matter or effect, but a form. And it is not an accidental form viewed by some observer, but a substantial form that is what it is quite apart from its current relations, and indeed apart from any relations at all. This form cannot possibly be reduced to anything smaller, because it has autonomy from its smaller components just as it does from the larger assemblages in which it becomes involved.

2. Quadruple Objects

It is one of the interesting features of Husserl’s phenomenology that while he is certainly an idealist, he feels like a realist anyway. Let’s begin by emphasizing that despite all the talk of consciousness always already being outside itself by intending various things, Husserl’s idealism should be beyond dispute. The starting point of phenomenology is to bracket all theories of the natural world and retreat to a description of how things appear in the phenomenal arena. This is not merely a starting point like that of Descartes, in which we retreat to the isolated cogito only to prove the independence of other things a bit later. Instead, it marks a phenomenal status of beings from which they never escape. Any notion of things-in-themselves lying forever beyond the grasp of intentionality is treated by Husserl as nonsense, and even the inanimate physical causation described by science is not deduced by starting from the phenomenal sphere, but ends up entirely dissolved into that sphere. Nonetheless, Husserl feels like a realist in a way that is never true for thinkers of the high period of German Idealism. His works are filled with the dense carnal textures of chairs, mailboxes, blackbirds, friends named Hans, and battles of centaurs, all of them resisting reduction to one particular set of qualities or profiles. This side of Husserl is pressed even further by gifted successors such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty, for whom entities are so fleshy and inscrutable that they might appear to push us beyond idealism. But this is somewhat misleading. For just as Husserl is an outright idealist, Merleau-Ponty can at best be described as a correlationist: even when he says in The Visible and the Invisible that the world looks at me just as I look at it,30 it always remains a question of human and world standing face-to-face, not of different parts of the world looking at each other. Merleau-Ponty is no realist. Yet both Merleau-Ponty and Husserl display a fascination and respect for individual things that one never finds in Fichte or Hegel. The reason for this, as I see it, has to do with Husserl’s model of intentional objects.

The concept of intentionality was famously revived in the 1870’s by Husserl’s teacher Franz Brentano, who remains a good candidate for the most underrated thinker in the history of philosophy. While quite a number of people seem to agree with this assessment, some of them push things too far by implying that Husserl’s and even Heidegger’s glory was stolen from Brentano. This is an exaggeration. Husserl does make significant innovations beyond Brentano, though they are also the source of the idealist vices that were later reversed by Heidegger himself. When Brentano speaks of intentionality in Psychology from the Empirical Standpoint,31 he does not say that intentionality aims at an object “outside the mind,” though this is often wrongly said. Brentano is quite clear that intentionality means “immanent objectivity,” in the sense of objects internal to the mind. As for what lies outside this immanent sphere, Brentano is somewhat unclear. The issue was taken up seriously by a number of his students, including his brilliant Polish disciple Kasimir Twardowski in his 1894 habilitation thesis On the Content and Object of Presentations,32 available in English for over thirty years. What Twardowski proposed there was a doubling between an “object” outside the mind and a “content” inside the mind.

Though Twardowski was seven years younger than Husserl, the elder colleague was still finding his voice at this stage, and reacted strongly towards Twardowski’s thesis, ultimately rejecting it. Husserl opposed his double model of object and content, as exemplified in his famous claim that the real Berlin in the world and the Berlin of which I speak are one and the same, not doubled.33 Though this may sound like realism, it is a strictly anti-realist thesis, since Husserl rejects Twardowski’s notion of an object “deeper” than the contents of knowledge. But surprisingly enough, rather than rejecting Twardowski’s model, Husserl simply imploded the object/content distinction into the phenomenal sphere. This is both simpler and more interesting than it sounds. One of the most fascinating moments in the Logical Investigations is when Husserl critiques Brentano for holding that our experience is of contents; instead, Husserl insists, our experience is of object-giving acts. The difference is crucial. To use Husserl’s own example, my friend Hans is always seen in a specific physical posture, in a certain mood, from a certain angle and distance in a specific degree of sunlight or lamplight. Hans as a content of experience is always slightly different each time I see him, since these contents are completely determinate as to detail, and contain the exact position of his arms and legs and every hair on his head. Viewed in this way, Hans is a “bundle of qualities” in the empiricist sense. In what is perhaps his greatest philosophical innovation, Husserl is probably the first philosopher ever to say that there is a distinction between object and content within the realm of experience itself. Whereas Twardowski imagined a unified object outside the mind and a highly specific presentational content inside the mind, Husserl transfers this dangerous crevice into the heart of lived experience. As my friend Hans changes his posture and lights a cigarette, as emotions shift wildly across his tormented face, I never imagine that there are simply different “bundles of qualities” in each case–multiple deviant Hans-entities linked loosely by some sort of “family resemblance,” as the empiricist tradition would have it. Instead, there is a unified Hans within my experience, and his specific qualities merely fluctuate along his surface: they are Abschattungen or adumbrations, to use Husserl’s famous term. The project of phenomenology becomes the attempt to grasp the object in its unity beneath the many fluctuating surfaces, by means of the famous method of eidetic reduction.

The strange thing is that, even if this was Husserl’s greatest innovation in philosophy, he never quite realized that he had made it. The reason for this is simple. If we credit Husserl with being the first to describe a rift between object and content within appearance, he could never admit this, since he would never candidly admit that his philosophy is confined to appearance in the first place. The reality of intentional objects is the only reality he knows; the realism/idealism dispute remains a pseudo-problem in Husserl’s eyes, even though he fully embraces the idealist option. Husserl would no doubt respond to my claims with the usual point of phenomenologists even today: that consciousness is always already outside itself in intending the various objects, and so forth. Indeed, he might even call himself a bit of a realist, because he cannot conceive of a sense of the real more robust than that of intentional objects. But he is wrong about this, for reasons already noted by Heidegger. Namely, my friend Hans as an object of experience may endure through numerous fluctuations of surface qualities, just as the same is true of a hammer present-at-hand in my grasp. In both of these cases, Hans and the hammer do not hide or withdraw in the least. They are there before me in all their plenitude. Even if they show different faces at different times, I do not need to see all or even most of those faces, since Hans and the hammer are there for me in their entirety as soon as I recognize them as Hans or a hammer. Intentional objects are fully present from the start, and are simply encrusted with different profiles at different moments. Moreover, there is always the chance that I could be hallucinating. Both Hans and the hammer might have no reality at all once I fall asleep, die, or turn my head in a different direction. There is no autonomy whatsoever for Husserl’s intentional objects, and this is what makes him an idealist, even though he is the first object-oriented idealist in the history of philosophy.

We could call the phenomenal arena an intentional realm made up of intentional objects. But there are problems with this word “intentional.” In the first place, it is dry and technical, and thus stylistically boring when repeated too often. In the second place, as already mentioned, there is the potential confusion that many people use the phrase “intentional objects” to refer to those objects lying outside the mind, which is the exact opposite of what Brentano and Husserl meant. This is why I coined the terms “sensual realm” and “sensual object” to replace Husserl’s own terminology.34 These words are also meant to indicate the way in which such objects belong to a carnal lived experience characterized by the feel of silk, the burning taste of pepper, and the mournful experience of burning churches and violins played at midnight—as described in the beautiful phenomenological prose of Levinas, Merleau-Ponty, and more recently Alphonso Lingis (who may actually be the finest literary stylist in the entire phenomenological tradition).

In any case, we find that this sensual realm cut off from the real world is split into objects and contents. Let’s call them objects and qualities instead. Both Hans and the violin emit different qualities in different instants without our ever believing that they are no longer the same. The sensual object is always there in full from the start, encrusted with numerous shifting qualities from moment to moment. But this fluctuation of qualities in fleetingly durable objects is precisely what we mean by time, and here I mean not the time on a clock or calendar, but the lived time of conscious experience. The root of time can actually be found in Husserl’s rift between sensual objects and sensual qualities. Note that this is not the same thing as Heidegger’s concept of time, in which the depth of the world is fully involved as one of the three temporal moments. The time that emerges from Husserl’s model of sensual objects is a twofold drama along the surface of experience.

But we now return to the question of real objects. From Heidegger’s tool-analysis we learned that something exceeds its presence to us. Despite the beautiful interpretations by Levinas in Existence and Existents,35 this something cannot be a rumbling whole or inarticulate lump until consciousness comes along, since otherwise there would not be different breakdowns and surprises from different tools. Instead, the underworld of reality is already articulated into highly specific districts, shattered in advance into a multitude of discrete objects. And as Leibniz already observed in the Monadology,36 different objects must have different qualities or they would all be alike. In this way, we also find a rift between objects and qualities outside experience analogous to the one described by Husserl as internal to experience. For this tension between a real object and its real qualities, the tradition has always used the name essence, and there should be no problem using it here. The suspicion in recent decades towards the word “essence” is really directed against the permanence of essence, and against the knowability of these permanent essences: as if statements could be made about the timeless essential properties of Arabs, women, homosexuals, criminal skull types in phrenology, and so forth. But that is not at all what is meant by the notion of essence here. For our purposes, “essence” simply means that any object has real properties that are not exhausted by their current appearance in the mind or their current impact on other entities more generally. It is not stated that the essence must be permanent. And as for knowability, the sort of essence defended here is absolutely not knowable, thereby making it impossible to make any sweeping proclamations about the timeless essence of any individual or group. In short, the notion of essence proposed here is politically quite harmless, although it denies the postmodern dogma that our identity is simply the way we perform it in public. But this is merely a digression made necessary by the recent dark connotations of the word “essence” for many continental philosophers. Essence for object-oriented philosophy means nothing more than the tension between a real object and its real properties in a single instant, not some timeless nature that each thing must possess from the dawn of the world.

We now apparently have two tensions, the “time” that unfolds between sensual objects and their sensual qualities, and the “essence” that names the strife between real objects and the real qualities they possess whether anyone looks at them or not. According to this split, humans would seem to be trapped in a sensual dream world of the fluctuations of time, as if locked up in a gigantic novel by Proust, while somewhere beneath us there lies an elusive underworld of things-in-themselves harboring shadowy things with concealed essences that can never be known. This would appear to be the ultimate intellectual deadlock, unless we can establish some way to cross the border freely between sensual and real. And in fact, both Husserl and Heidegger already define the way in which this happens.

Let’s begin with the case of Husserl. Here we should notice that there are two separate kinds of qualities. First we have the adumbrations: swirling accidental qualities that can be altered freely in experience or in simple thought experiment without destroying the underlying sensual object. But in this method of eidetic variation, as it is known, the thing still has truly pivotal qualities that cannot be subtracted without annihilating the object. Hans and the hammer both have certain bedrock features even within our experience—features that, as soon as they vanish, we no longer feel ourselves to be dealing with Hans or the hammer but with something else altogether. These are essential qualities of the object, but since we have already used the term “essence” for something different, let’s call them the “eidetic” qualities of the thing instead. Husserl thinks this eidos can be known through direct intuition, but we need not follow him here; even Husserl admits that they can only be known through the mind, never through the senses, thereby endorsing a rift between them. The problem is that Husserl thinks eidetic qualities can be made directly present to the mind just as adumbrations are directly present to the senses, and this is where we must disagree. For it is impossible ever to put our fingers on exactly what makes Hans be Hans, or what makes the hammer be this hammer. Even with our minds we can only approach it indirectly. If Husserl thinks there is a gap between categorial and sensuous intuition, both forms of direct intuition lie on the side of sensual qualities, not real ones, which can only ever be alluded to. Here we have a surprising tension between sensual objects and real qualities, which we have called “eidos” to go along with “time” and “essence,” two other tensions we encountered. We find that sensual objects also have real qualities, because while Hans and the hammer as sensual objects are fully present to us from the start, this is not true of their eidetic or real qualities, which always evade direct comprehension.

This leaves us with just one blank tension on the map: that between real objects and sensual qualities. Physics and chemistry have long known how useful blank spaces in models can be, and the same is true here. For the gap between real objects and sensual qualities is precisely what is described by Heidegger’s tool-analysis. The present-at-hand qualities of the hammer turn out to emanate from a unified hammer-object that is never present, but which operates inscrutably in the depths, beyond all hope of contact. And while this tension between depth and surface is what Heidegger calls “time,” it actually deserves the name of “space” instead, so that Being and Space would have been a more accurate title for his greatest book. Traditionally, the debate over space has been between space viewed as an absolute container (as for Clarke) and space viewed as a system of relations (as for Leibniz).37 But notice that space is better viewed as a system of relation and non-relation. Things can make contact in space, but they do not thereby fuse together through this contact into a single molten lump. Instead, they retain a certain distance from us and from each other as well. John Locke already observed that true space is not present in experience, since everything in experience touches us directly without distance through the mere fact of its being experienced; instead, space must be inferred without ever being directly accessible to us, just as babies must gradually learn that the moon cannot be touched with the hand simply because it can be immediately taken in with the eyes.

In this way, starting from the model of two kinds of objects and two kinds of qualities, we reach a quadruple model of time, space, essence, and eidos. Normally time and space are treated as peerless queens of philosophical speculation, and even Kant sets them apart from all of the categories. But by redefining both time and space as generated by rifts between objects and qualities, we find that essence and eidos deserve to be mentioned in the same breath as these two more famous philosophical continua. And just as time, space, essence, and eidos represent tensions between things, there are specific ways in which each of these tensions can be broken. In The Quadruple Object (available in English a few months from now), I called them confrontation, allure, causation, and theory. And in fact there are more than just these four tensions, since along with object-quality pairings there are also those of quality-quality and object-object, which in the book I define as “emanations” and “junctions,” each displaying its own distinct features. Thus there are ten possible links in the world rather than four. At any rate, it is useful to have a model of this sort, so as to be able to play with permutations and use gaps in the model to predict the existence of still unknown phenomena, just as the periodic table of elements accomplished in chemistry, and just as the standard model has done for physics since the early 1970’s. Metaphysics and physics are not in the relation of master and slave, or mistress and handmaid—but more like that of jazz saxophonist and jazz drummer, playing the same clubs on overlapping nights but having mostly indirect lessons to learn from one another. Metaphysics is not the handmaid of theology, or science, or Leftism; it is not the handmaid of geometry, phenomenology, or epistemology. It is handmaid of nothing and tyrant of nothing.
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