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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION


1. Why Harman?


Great philosophers have always subverted widely presupposed dualisms, in the Western tradition starting with the Greek concepts of nomos and physis, which are roughly what we mean today by “convention” and “nature.”1 Is the division of practices, beliefs, and objects according to this dualism itself merely conventional? Or is it natural in the sense that one can objectively get it right or wrong? Is there anything more to truth than what people can be convinced to believe? The Egyptians do things one way and the Athenians another. Is it ever the case that one is better as a matter of nature? Or is that also merely human convention?


Such dichotomies are reflected in social division, for example with team physis represented by bean-abstaining, number-worshipping mystics and team nomos represented by those who worship power. Must one choose sides? Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle thought not. And if there is anything currently analogous to that which confronted Socrates, it is surely the division between science on the one hand and subjectivist irrationalism on the other, a dualism that during the era of pandemic and environmental collapse works itself out in ways nearly too depressing to contemplate. Science gives us life-saving vaccines but also a worldview that recognizes no intrinsic value in the ecosystem being rendered inhospitable by other technological offspring of that same science. And team anti-science is no better. While the editors were writing this, the annual rate of death from all causes in American counties that strongly vote for the political party which marries irrationalist religious and political extremism with anti-scientific subjectivism was over five times that of those which vote for the nominally pro-science party, whose members don’t organize their lives around the assumption that intercessory prayer and nutritional supplements obviate the need for vaccines. And yet, under the aegis of “follow the science,” the early Biden administration allowed scientific advisory boards to make a set of political decisions which had the effect (despite desperate collective pleading by the American Academy of Pediatrics) of unnecessarily slowing down the approval of childhood vaccinations and booster shots by over half a year.


But philosophers cannot merely register a reigning dichotomy as false and move on the same as before; philosophy demands a willingness to subvert everything (including subversion itself).2 For example, Kant did not merely reject “Hume’s fork,” the division of propositions into “relations of ideas” and “matters of fact,” but also used this rejection to raise the question of how we could have knowledge of propositions made true by things in the world when they so clearly weren’t made true by those things in the world that we directly experience with our senses. The claims that we ought not lie or that every even number is the sum of two primes or every event has a cause are all about the world we experience, yet our sensory experience does not seem to justify them. It was in trying to figure out how this worked that Kant developed a philosophy so systematic that it has something non-trivial to say about everything, including itself.3


For Graham Harman, the analogous question concerns how we can have access to things in the world independently from the caricatures we construct in our theoretical and practical engagements. If there is more to the vase than what science or phenomenology theoretically describes, what is it? If there is more to the vase than a caricature sufficient for our pragmatic use, what is it? And how could we be sensitive to something that transcends the theoretical and practical?


While an army of retrograde academic neo-Kantians still perversely tries to convince us that these questions are naïve, or even retrograde and politically rebarbative, they are in fact pressing in all of the ways that should matter to us: existentially, morally, politically, spiritually, aesthetically, etc.4 To see this, just attend to the fact that there is all the difference in the world between loving your spouse and merely loving how they look to you or what they do or what you can do with them. But if all we have is access to the phenomenal experience engendered by those we love, or alternatively the scientific picture which allows us some imperfect level of prediction and control over those phenomena, there is no difference!


One cannot “follow the science” into a loving relationship any more than science can directly tell you how to act politically. But that does not mean that loving (or politics for that matter) is whatever you want it to be. Against team anti-science, we must affirm that contradicting science courts disaster, but against team science we must affirm that so does thinking that science is something that can be followed. Objects of love (and by objects of love we include ecosystems, theorems, marsupials, paintings, chrysanthemums, suckling pigs, fabled ones, those who have just broken the vase, etc.) obligate the lover.


But how does one go beyond a theoretical or pragmatic caricature to respond appropriately to things themselves? Only a sophist could pretend that there is a simple answer to this question. No. It demands systematic philosophy. And, to repeat, systematic philosophy is called into being precisely by those questions which subvert reigning dualisms and which as such have no simple answer. And just as for Kant the question of the synthetic a priori both follows from his subverting Hume’s dualism and is the key to the development of his (anti-)metaphysics, for Harman the question of accessing the inaccessible is key to his subversion of our reigning, terrible dualism, this stupid yet ultimately horrifying war between scientism and irrationalism. As with Kant on the synthetic a priori, it is key to Harman’s Object-Oriented Ontology (OOO) with its attendant fourfold metaphysics, epistemic theory of sincerity and allure, and his fundamental rethinking of art, science, truth, knowledge, and politics in terms of these categories.5


2. Apophasis: Harman’s Via Negativa


Failure is the great teacher, and for good and bad, the history of twentieth-century philosophy was largely the history of failures of pragmatic, phenomenal, phenomenological, and finally scientistic reductions, all of which, if successfully prosecuted, would have foreclosed the possibility of answering Harman’s question.6 That is, defining objects in terms of how they are accessed by (able-minded, adult, but not too old) human twentieth-century philosophers is not only myopic in the usual post-Cartesian ableist and speciesist ways, it also absolutely precludes an account of how we (and by “we” the editors include creatures with different phenomenologies than writers of philosophy) access the inaccessible, how we respond correctly to things, not merely how we manipulate them using the dumb caricatures constructed out of the whirling effluvia produced by our sensory upstream and cognitive/pragmatic downstreams.7


2.1. Nomos and Physis as Scylla and Charybdis


In twentieth-century philosophy, the more obviously correlationist reductions were usually opposed by physicalists, who were (as is the nature of all such movements) once avant and now old guard(e). Physicalists take objects to be physical things such as chairs and cups, or perhaps only the smallest physical entities such as quarks or neutrinos which compose chairs and cups. Physicalist ontologies require that one reduce, exclude, or eliminate non-physical entities such as numbers, nations, possibilities, the Dutch East India Company, feelings, political parties, fictional characters, minds, obligations, probabilities, angels, moods, dispositions, etc. etc. etc. However, after decades of furious work to the contrary by some of the best minds of the previous generation, it is at this point impossible to imagine how such entities could be reduced to anything commonsensically physical or to their tiniest component physical parts. Indeed, if there is any moral to twentieth-century analytic philosophy of science it is this: reductionism fails and physicalism always relies in the end on the elimination of a vast array of objects which do not conform to its restrictive definition. For the honest physicalist, none of the entities we just listed (numbers, nations …) really exist, after all.8


In contrast to such positions, OOO is committed to a pluralist view of objects, according to which Geppetto, prime numbers, Mickey Mouse, possible worlds, the island of Comino, states of grace, the World Health Organization, etc. are no more (or no less) objects than neutrinos, atoms, cups, and chairs. All such objects are all in fact equally objects for OOO, even if — and as we shall see — not all of them are equally real.


2.2. Undermining and Overmining


Harman names the attempt to reduce an object to its constituent pieces “undermining.”9 Undermining philosophies deny the existence of all sorts of entities by alleging that they are nothing more than — say, in the case of a bicycle — basic particles arranged “bicyclewise.” In this way, the underminer reduces the reality of the bicycle to an epiphenomenal manifestation of its more basic parts. Things are complicated a bit by the crookedness of the game, however. For undermining, like newspaper astrology, cannot be falsified! If the reduction were to succeed, then the underminer has shown that we need not be ontologically committed to bicycles, only their basic parts. And so bicycles do not really exist.10 But if it fails, then the committed physicalist (under the guise of eliminative materialism) can also conclude: so much the worse for bicycles!11 The standard materialist holds that if bicycles are reducible to their parts, then there is a sense in which they don’t really exist over and above their parts. The eliminative materialist holds that if bicycles are not reducible to their parts, then they are in some sense fictional: they do not exist. Heads I win, tails you lose.


To be sure, Harman does not deny that objects are comprised of subcomponents, and he even entertains the possibility of an indefinite regress of part-to-whole relations. Nevertheless, he also claims that undermining cannot account for a phenomenon known in philosophy as “emergence,” which denotes the fact that objects unify their parts in such a way that they can generate new properties not found in their individual pieces.12 The most important such property in this context is the ability of an emergent whole to retroactively affect its parts. For instance, the bicycle as an emergent whole is able to affect each of its parts in order to allow for locomotion. The artist’s property of being creative determines the movement of all her parts while painting, writing and playing guitar, but it is not a property of any of those moving parts. But by reducing all entities to their most basic subcomponents, the underminer cannot account for such emergent features.


Harman also identifies a second way that thinkers attempt to do away with the reality of objects, that is, by reducing them “upwards” to their effects and affects rather than to their constituent parts. He calls such philosophers “overminers,” all of them claiming in some respect that an object is nothing more than its surface affect: a mere fleeting epiphenomenal expression produced through its relations. Harman argues that this mode of explanation is constitutively unable to account for change. Going back to our trusty bicycle example, if the latter were entirely determined by the relations to the earth and lanes as well as its effects on the rider, it would be impossible to imagine how these relations could be disrupted such that the bicycle could then enter into new relations and have new effects without ceasing to be itself. Again, Harman does not deny that objects enter into affective and effective relations. Nevertheless, he thinks that such relations are products of objects rather than being constitutive of them. Stated differently, for Harman, the object acts because it is rather than the reverse.


One of Harman’s most interesting claims is that the rejected disjunction between undermining and overmining is not itself exclusive. In fact, he shows that they rarely exist in isolation. Rather, one of the poles is often quick to supplement itself with its other. For instance, if an underminer were challenged with the claim that familiar everyday entities do in fact manifestly exist, they would respond that these objects do indeed seemingly exist, but that they do so only in relation to a human observer. In this way, they supplement their undermining strategy with an overmining move according to which individual entities only exist in relation to the almighty human who is able to “carve up nature at the joints.” Similarly, when confronted with the problem of change, an overminer will often postulate a hidden layer of reality responsible for alteration.


In addition to undermining and overmining, Harman notes that there is also a position which under- and overmines objects simultaneously rather than using one side of the poles as a supplement for the other. He calls such positions “duomining.” Duominers concurrently claim (a) that objects are nothing but their most basic elements, and (b) that the latter are exhaustively characterized by our models of them. Typical of such positions would be the scientific materialists of our time who claim both that a base layer of indefinite “matter” exhausts all of reality, and that it is possible to come to know this ultimate layer through mathematical modeling. Needless to say, Harman rejects duomining due to the fact that it possesses the sum total of vices present in both under- and overmining, namely it is unable to account for both change and emergence.13


3. Cataphasis I: Sensual and Real Objects


Harman’s critique of undermining and overmining gives us two negative criteria for objects, as things reducible neither to (i) their constituent parts, nor (ii) their relations to other objects, including their affects and effects. We can perhaps best understand the route to Harman’s positive theses, (iii) unity and (iv) autonomy, if we first consider the moral, political, and existential role played by their denials.


3.1. Unity and the Sensual Object


Any sufficiently reflective person hopes on their deathbed to be able to make a kind of narrative of what has come before. That is, we don’t merely want to have realized large quantities of the true, the good, and the beautiful, but want these things to have unfolded in a unique manner.14 But for this to minimally scan, there must be some sense in which the person on the deathbed looking back is the same person as the adolescent setting forth on a life of projects. And these projects must be interconnected in a meaningful way.15


This is political. Modes of social organization that reduce us to atomistic moments of intermittent craving and satiation can only be seen as natural to people for whom undermining is metaphysical common sense. But all of us, not just the saints, sages, and artists among us, are more than the mere sum of our purchases or labor contributions. And for that matter, political collectives such as society are not merely the sum of their parts either.16


For the political overminer, on the other hand, you are nothing more than a node in some supposedly liberating, or perhaps nakedly reactionary, collective project. Here, as Tristan Garcia argues in Form and Object, the politics freak who relies on class for a complete understanding of the social world has more in common with the racist than one might suppose. For the murderous essence of both is the inability to see people of a given type as anything but instances of that type. This is what happens when Charles Swann’s aristocratic friends decide that even though he is a fine gourmet and member of the Jockey Club, he is in the end nothing more than a Jew, who as such can neither be French nor honorable. This is what is behind mass famines justified by the necessary liquidation of the kulaks. This is why, during the period from 1890 until 1960, when on average every four days in the United States one Black man was lynched in a public orgy of torture that would have shamed King Louis XV, it didn’t matter whether the victim had actually perpetrated a crime. To racist bullies, the victim is in the end always nothing more than an instance of Blackness. Our ability to resist undermining and overmining is thus the essential metaphysical fact about us that renders every “-ism” not merely morally opprobrious but false as well. And according to Harman, this fact about us must also be understood as an instance of something instantiated by all objects. This is a radical, radical idea.


Harman first developed his speculative account of unity in Guerilla Metaphysics, where he realized that Edmund Husserl’s greatest philosophical contribution was the phenomenological claim that we do not perceive objects as bundles of qualities but rather as stable, unified entities that are self-identical through change. And the continuing importance of this reading of Husserl can hardly be overstated.17 For the Humean bundle theory of perception is not mere philosophical folklore, but continues to be presupposed with varying levels of implicitness by nearly everyone working in modern consciousness studies, for whom the task of the brain is first and foremost to construct objects out of a synthesis of immediately perceived qualities.18 And, as a piece of speculative metaphysics, the inheritor of the bundle theory is the Geach/Kraut/Garcia view of individuation as always being relative to a sortal.19 Here it makes no sense to say that there is one object in front of you, but only one instance of a given sort, such as one telephone. But for Harman, an object’s unity, its oneness, is not a function of the qualities it has.


For Harman, all objects have a unity, and moreover, this unity is something that we immediately perceive in ordinary perception, both in terms of perceiving the object as unified over change and the way that the object is a locus for how its qualities are perceived. An object is not a bundle of qualities in part because as a whole it adds flavor to each of the qualities. The red of a Rothko or black of an executioner’s hood is perceived differently from the red spot on a spider’s back or its otherwise black carapace.20 The fact that we immediately perceive these things is why such objects and their qualities are called by Harman sensual objects and sensual qualities. Finally, we noted above how Harman’s reappraisal of Husserl can be seen as speculative in the sense that important existential themes from the philosophical tradition (the unity of the human being) are understood in terms of the occurrence of the category (unity) in non-human cases, here sensual objects. While this is radical, as it minimally commits us to a rethinking of contemporary consciousness studies, it is nowhere near as radical as Harman’s other speculative move involving unity.


The second move is more difficult, so note first that I as a perceiver am not a mere sensual object. In my game, I am not merely a non-player character, but am a real object with my own sensorium. But what about the objects in my sensorium? Do I appear as a sensual object with shifting qualities in their sensoria?


Certainly, with the human and animal sensual objects, the relation is reciprocal. And this presupposes they too are real objects, player characters in their own worlds. But Harman extends this, so that his most radical suggestion is that the same holds for the inanimate objects I perceive. This cotton ball also has an interior life, as does this plate on which it rests. For both of them, I am a sensual object. For each of them, the other is. And pick your litany. It is well known that Johnny Cash wrote songs about horses, railroads, land, Judgment Day, family, hard times, whiskey, courtship, marriage, adultery, separation, murder, war, prison, rambling, damnation, home, salvation, death, pride, humor, piety, rebellion, patriotism, larceny, determination, tragedy, rowdiness, heartbreak, and love. And Mother and God. But, as is also well known from his songs, when you stare into the home, the home stares into you.


3.2. Autonomy and the Real Object


What, in the end, does all of this really have to do with mountains and trees, billiard balls and oceans? Why should it matter if, as underminers, we see the mountain as nothing more than the sum of its parts, or as overminers, as nothing more than one more interchangeable mountain-for-us? Actually, everything hangs on this, but to see why we must turn to (iv) autonomy.


When philosophers talk about autonomy, they typically denote the capacity of humans to make informed and rational decisions. And at least since Aristotle, it has been clear that we can’t be rational while under great physical or emotional duress or if we lack beliefs relevant to our deliberation. So respecting other people’s autonomy minimally means not coercing or misleading them. Arguably, it also means working to help them thrive.21


Clear enough, but we tend to misidentify what is going wrong when human autonomy is violated. That is, the dumbest thing we say about sadists and bullies is that they “objectify” their victims. This is mistaken for three reasons. First, most sadists delight in causing the kind of psychological and physical suffering that non-living objects don’t seem to possess. In this sense, bullies never objectify the rest of us; objectification in this sense is the province of the assassin. Second, narcissistic sadists want their victims to become complicit in their own immiseration. “Look what you made me do!” Again, there is no point in saying something like this to a non-living object. Third, and most important for our purposes, the view that the summum bonum of human depravity is “objectification” betrays a commitment to the perfectly hideous view that one should be able do whatever one wants with mere objects.


But note that when philosophers equate the injunction to respect the autonomy of humans with not interfering with, or perhaps promoting, their ability to rationally deliberate and freely chose, they do this only because of a prior commitment to the view that rational choice is what is in some sense proper to human beings. Respecting human autonomy, then, is really just not interfering with, and perhaps promoting, the good for humans. And this requires neither theoretically or actively undermining or overmining human beings. Likewise, respecting the autonomy of any object (say a mountain or ecosystem) involves not interfering with, and perhaps promoting, the good for that object.


We thus return to the concerns that opened this introduction. Team science is complicit in environmental collapse because science constitutively abstracts the qualities of things which can be mathematized and manipulated. The philosophical naturalist, or physicalist, thus lives in a universe where all that exists is there to be controlled. There is no good of the mountain in such a universe.22 This is not to say that it is trivial to discern the good for a mountain. And Harman’s system accurately reflects this difficulty both insofar as we only have direct access to the sensual mountain and its sensual properties and insofar as the issue of indirect contact with the real mountain, a contact which Harman calls allure, is a major research area in object-oriented ontology.


Philosophers should want to get what is right about the Zen artist who stares intently at the rose, hand gently cradling the large ink brush, until she finally begins to caress the rice paper with the glistening sable hair. When we ask her how she managed to so quickly represent the rose in negative space, she invariably tells us that she did not begin to paint until she and the rose were one. But how did she and the rose connect beyond the mere sensory? How did this impossible connection result in a new rose? Shockingly, of all extant theories of metaphysics and aesthetics in the Western tradition, only Harman’s has anything at all to say to this process, arguably universal in aesthetics, ethics, and human psychology.23 Zen artists, as one would predict, are perhaps only distinctive in being a little more aware about what is really going on when the connection is made.24


But we will never get insight into how real objects relate until we get insight into what those objects are in the first place. Harman initially approached this in a systematic way in his fundamental rethinking of Martin Heidegger, Tool Being: Heidegger and the Metaphysics of Objects, where he characterized real objects in terms of their withdrawal from their sensory qualities perceived by others. This withdrawal is why, for Harman, there is a sense in which a real object is distinct from the sensual objects which instantiate the sensual qualities of that object.25 Why the distinction, though? Remember our example of objects of love. Loving requires respecting the autonomy of the beloved object. This is not possible if you only love how the object looks to you or what you can do with the object. The extraction industry executive does not love the mountain, which they are instrumental in destroying. And for the rest of us, though one can and does love the sensual object, one cannot merely love the sensual object. Thus, we see through allure the constitutive connection between autonomy and the withdrawn real.


4. Cataphasis 2: The New Fourfold26


Harman’s flat ontology instantiates the claim that all objects are equally objects. He rejects presupposed dualisms — or what he calls “onto-taxonomies” — which postulate a hierarchical distinction between, say, the human and non-human, natural and artificial, or the real and fictional.27 Nevertheless, his ontology is also quasi-flat to the extent that he does not claim that all objects are equally real. Instead, as should be clear from the previous section, he distinguishes between two varieties of objects, namely real ones and sensual ones.


Throughout his works, Harman provides two definitions of the real object. The first of these is couched in terms of the concept of “withdrawal,” a notion that emphasizes the manner in which each real object contains a non-relational surplus beyond any of its current or possible associations. This specific notion performs two important tasks in OOO. First, it accounts for the aforementioned autonomy of the real object, since it entails that the latter is never defined by or reducible to its external relations with other entities. Second, it entails that a real object cannot make direct contact with another, to the effect that any possible relations entertained between objects must occur in a mediated — or what Harman terms “vicarious” — manner (as we shall see in the following section).


The second definition is articulated in terms of the notion of emergence discussed earlier. In this context, Harman defines any real object as an emergent entity which generates new real qualities by virtue of the unification of its parts. This characterization performs a further twofold task in OOO: first, it underlines that a real object is always an emergent entity in virtue of sustaining relations between the component parts which support it. In this way, once a real object emerges into being, it becomes a unified whole rather than an aggregate sum of its parts, and this whole in turn generates individual real qualities (or RQ) of its own. In a similar manner to that between the sensual object and its properties, Harman maintains that the real object is not composed of or reducible to its real qualities. Rather, there exists a tension between a real object and its real qualities, and this produces what is known as the “essence” of the object. The latter is, however, not a universal, but rather an individual essence belonging to the irreplaceable and irreducible particular. In other words, this is not an essentialism according to which one can discover an entity’s nature by figuring out the alleged set to which it belongs. The real object withdraws from relations, to the effect that direct interaction between objects is precluded a priori in OOO.


Nevertheless, this does not imply that objects do not interact at all. It’s rather that, as with the Zen artist and the rose, contacts between real objects necessitate the breakdown of the sensual and the creation of something new. But this is not inconsistent with the claim that objects interact with other real ones obliquely, via the mediation of sensual objects (SOs). In this context, a sensual object refers to any unified entity which only exists within the experience — or “sincerity” — of a real object. Crucially, in the present context, the signifier “experience” is not to be conflated with consciousness, and thus should not be limited to living or sentient beings. Rather, OOO maintains that all real objects are capable of experience insofar as all entities translate other ones into their own terms. In other words, “experience” here simply means that a real object RO1 relates to another object RO2 obliquely by way of a translation. This translation is the sensual object SO2.


More specifically, and if, following the phenomenological tradition out of which OOO first emerged, we define intentionality in terms of “aboutness of experience” or “directedness towards an object,” then it follows that a real object always intends another real object, since experience always points to something outside it rather than to itself pure and simple. Nevertheless, the real object relates to the real indirectly, via a sensual translation, since it can only ever translate the real into its own terms given its finite capacities defined by its being the kind of real object it is.


Now let us return to the beginning of this discussion, where we noted that any great philosophy subverts widely presupposed dualisms. Harman’s distinction between the real and the sensual seemingly brings us back to a standard “two-world” dualism exemplified, for instance, in the philosophy of Plato through the distinction between reality and appearance, or in Kant’s distinction between things-in-themselves (or noumena) and phenomenal things as they appear to us. This characterization, however, is mistaken. Contra Kant, for Harman there is not one noumenal tier opposed to the level of phenomenal (human) experience. Rather, following the thesis of withdrawal, every real object is in fact a thing-in-itself for every other, insofar as the world is replete with objects which cannot be absorbed into their relations and interactions. Furthermore, against Plato, Harman would claim that the sensual is not an illusion opposed and subservient to a truer realm.


5. Effective Affection28


Harman’s crisscrossing two categories (real versus sensual, object versus quality) leave us with the following definition: in OOO the term “object” refers to any irreducible unified and autonomous entity existing in tension with its respective real and sensual qualities. As we have also seen, real objects cannot entertain direct relations with other real objects, even if they do indirectly “experience” one another via the mediation of a sensual ether. This kind of indirect relation is, however, not strictly speaking causal in the OOO sense, since sensual objects cannot bring about significant change at the level of the real. This raises the question of how change occurs at the level of the real. The solution to this conundrum lies in the distinction between two modalities of relation in OOO, namely what Harman calls “sincerity” and “allure.” Let us consider each of these terms in more detail.


Sincerity may be described as an ordinary state of inter-objective (indirect) relation, and is roughly the analogue of what we have earlier designated under the name “experience.” As we have already stated earlier, in cases of sincerity — or “ordinary experience” — a real object RO1 intends another object RO2 but nevertheless relates only to the translated sensual object SO2 encrusted with its various shifting and shimmering qualities SQ2. It should be remembered that each SQ2 emanates from RO2, but nevertheless also encrusts SO2 within the experience of RO1.


Let us, for the sake of illustration, imagine a domestic silkworm (Bombyx Mori) looking for food. This monophagous insect moves in the vicinity of its preferred food source, the mulberry leaf (Morus alba), which in turn emits small quantities of the specific chemical “cis-jasmone.” This chemical is highly attractive to the larva, and activates a receptor in the worm’s antennae, thereby allowing it to translate the leaf into a sensual object with sensual qualities pertinent to the worm but not, say, to a human or chair, since the experience of the leaf for these entities might be entirely different. We must remember that “experience” is not limited to sentient or even living entities in OOO, since the term simply acts as a placeholder for situations where a real entity relates to a sensual translation of another one.


It is worth noting that even though Harman often speaks of sincerity as involving “translation”, it is not representationalist, at least not in any of the ways we associate with “mirroring.” This is crucially important for three reasons. First, to deny literalism is to affirm that the “translated” real is neither linguistic nor linguaform. Second, representational idioms in early analytic philosophy were in part an attempt to try to preserve some last vestige of indubitability. The idea was that though I can reasonably doubt that there is a tree in front of me, I cannot doubt the tree sense data I perceive. But nothing in Harman commits him to the view that one cannot have false beliefs about the contents of one’s sensual realm. Third, and most important, is that both team science and team anti-science presuppose claims about how a linguistic medium mirrors reality. The physicalist in essence voting yes (for science), and the marketplace postmodernist voting no (for everything). But the sensual medium’s job is not to succeed or fail at mirroring the real. Moreover, though this denial of mirroring (via his denial of literalism) is something Harman has in common with American pragmatists, it commits him neither to the lazy overmining relativism of many pragmatists nor the kind of undermining scientism we get from recent American philosophers, pragmatists or not, for whom “naturalize” remains a success verb.


In the case of the silkworm example, we then have a real worm in a “sincere” direct relation with a sensual leaf coupled with its sensual qualities. To be sure, the real leaf emanates its sensual qualities, for the worm cannot by definition eventually feed on a sensual leaf existing only within its experience. Nevertheless, the leaf-in-itself withdraws from direct contact due to the fact that the worm’s relation to it is finite, buffered by the sensual ether.


Two points are worth emphasizing here. In the first instance, it may be noted that the real and sensual are arguably not two separate realms, since they cross paths in two crucial ways in the scenario just described: first, as discussed earlier, the sensual mulberry leaf experienced by the silkworm indirectly points to the real qualities of the leaf itself; second, the sensual qualities of the leaf emanate from the real leaf inasmuch as they are connected to a sensual one, even if the real leaf falls outside the direct purview of the worm.29 Furthermore, it would also be vital to note that in cases of sincerity, the real object in direct contact with a sensual one — in this case the real worm and the sensual leaf with its multifarious qualities — is contained on the interior of a total relation which Harman dubs “containment.” This container is in turn classed as a new object in its own right since it possesses the full features of an object discussed in the previous section.


Harman’s philosophy draws a difference between the ordinary cases of sincerity just described and what he terms “allure.” Unlike cases of sincerity, allure is occasional. This can have one of two possible meanings. The first sense designates some rare or special event. The second, more directly philosophical meaning of “occasional” relates to the occasionalist tradition of Malebranche and the earlier Ash‘arite and Māturīdite Muslim schools of the tenth century. For the purposes of this introduction, it would suffice to broadly define such positions in terms of the central claim that direct relations between substances are precluded. A third entity must act as a mediator or medium for relations. Allure is occasional in both these senses: it refers to a “special and intermittent” occurrence which unsettles the ordinary flow of experience, thereby allowing for a mediated causal relation between two real entities. To be sure, a relation of sincerity must already be present for allure to take place. In other words, we can say that sincerity — namely the contact between a real object and a sensual one within an intentional whole — is the pre-causal ether through which the deeper contact of allure is unleashed.


Allure, however, differs from sincerity insofar as it consists of a double mechanism. As we have seen in cases of ordinary sincerity, sensual qualities indirectly emanate from the real object, even if they are fused to a sensual object within the “contained” or total relation which another real object produces with a sensual one. The first mechanism of allure consists in an extraordinary event where there is a breakdown, or fission between the sensual object and its previously fused sensual qualities. Allure begins by interrupting the flow of sincerity by manifesting the tension between a sensual object and sensual qualities for the experiencing real object.


The second mechanism of allure then consists in using the sensual qualities previously associated with a sensual object to point to the real object. In this way, the sensual qualities — and by implication the perceiving real object itself — are lured towards the previously withdrawn real object such that they then allude to it in its absence. In this way, a real object is made present in its absence through the medium of sensual qualities which fill in for this absence. Thus, the breakdown works as almost a negative-theological, or perhaps Zen Buddhist, pointing towards the real object.30


The double mechanism of allure allows for one real object to obliquely establish a link with another by transforming the relation of “containment” discussed earlier into an emergent mediated “connection” between two real objects. This compositional sense of causation expresses the principal meaning of causality for Harman, such that what we normally understand causality to entail — namely one thing exerting influence on another — is in fact a resultant by-product of an emergent connection’s ability to retroactively affects its own parts.


It might be best to illustrate the mechanism of vicarious causation by making recourse to an example which Harman borrows from the Islamic occasionalist tradition, namely that of fire burning cotton. In keeping with the principle of autonomy discussed in the previous section, it is evident that the real fire never encounters the real being of cotton, since these are by default withdrawn from one another. Rather, fire necessarily encounters a sensual object displaying qualities such as flammability, namely ones which are pertinent to the fire but not to a human who might see cotton in terms of cleaning equipment. Yet this sincere relation between the real fire and sensual cotton is occasionally — in both senses outlined earlier — disrupted, thereby allowing the sensual qualities of cotton, perceived by the flame, to allude to the cotton’s reality. In this way, a new emergent “burning cotton ball” entity is formed in such a way that it is then able to affect its respective parts. The event called “burning” is then none other than the ex post facto effect of the “connection” between fire and cotton through which the flammable qualities of fire are grafted onto the object cotton.


6. Eternal Non-Recurrence


Whew! We would like to say much more. We would like to recapitulate here what we have said. But wisdom counsels us instead to encourage those readers still with us to avail themselves of the pleasure of Harman’s prose.


In lieu of a recap, let us cite the ending of Four Quartets, where all that preceded leads to T.S. Eliot’s vision of the fire and the rose as one. Again, Harman is the only contemporary philosopher who might both accommodate and help us understand this kind of union in separation, not just with the fire and the rose, but also when one friend uncannily knows exactly how to cheer the other up, when the artist directs our attention to things previously invisible and unheard, when everything is newly illuminated by someone’s equally oblique explanation of a koan, when we perceive the tragic in the denuded mountaintop bleeding poisonous slag into the valley, when we are drawn to meditative contemplation among that mountain’s brothers and sisters or perhaps merely while staring at the falling snow under the orange Chicago streetlights. Making sense of making sense is not easy, but what kind of life would there be without allure?


Near the end of the poem, by way of leading up to his final mystical vision, Eliot writes, “We shall not cease from exploration // And the end of all our exploring // Will be to arrive where we started // And know the place for the first time.” Typical readings equate this final knowledge with the mystical union expressed in the line about the fire and rose. But Eliot is not saying this. He is rather making a conditional claim, informing us that if there were an end, then we would finally have knowledge.


But once one reads Harman, one realizes that Eliot does not take his conditional to support a modus ponens. Rather, Eliot encourages us to realize in our bones that since there is no final knowledge, since the objects with which we join are still autonomous beings with their own agendas capable of surprising, since mystical joining is neither mastery nor being mastered, exploration is never finished. Harman reminds us that philosophy is love of wisdom, and love can never own that which it loves. And thus, we see Friedrich Nietzsche’s eternal monotony replaced with surprise, something true lovers know about one another, but which we now realize as universal.31


And though most fail even at this, it is not enough for philosophy merely to be consistent with the different, the new, the uncanny. It must also balance openness to and understanding of particular kinds of uncanny entities in their particularity. Great philosophy is always itself one of the new beginnings because its general intuitions are always getting applied, extended, and transformed in confrontation with being’s tapestry. And one only needs to read any of the fourteen essays in Sections IV, V, and VI of this volume to see this axiom in action. Or consider, by way of invitation, the following list of people now in their own ways continuing Harman’s revolution:




Architecture: Mark Foster Gage, Ferda Kolatan, Rhett Russo, David Ruy, Peter Trummer, Tom Wiscombe, Michael Young.


Art: Charles Ray, Egan Frantz, Joanna Malinowski, and many, many others.


Archaeology: Bjørnar Olsen, Christopher Witmore.


Critical Theory and Environmental Studies: Timothy Morton (in Hyperobjects).


Organization Studies: Participants in a day-long conference on Harman’s book Dante’s Broken Hammer at the University of Leicester.


Political Science: Bruno Latour (via the concept of “object-oriented politics” in An Inquiry Into Modes of Existence)





This is, to say the least, an incomplete enumeration for a writer ranked by The Best Schools as one of the fifty most influential living philosophers and by ArtReview as the seventy-fifth most powerful person in the international art world.32


But part of what has been so exciting about editing this anthology is that the revolution is still young. For us and other thinkers, seeking to know Harman’s work is a radical beginning. And our greatest hope is that this volume will serve as something like Robert C. Tucker’s Marx-Engels Reader did for so many generations of students. For, partly as a result of Tucker’s labors, one needn’t master every paragraph of all three volumes of Das Kapital to think and converse in the most profound way with Marx. Perhaps Harman is the only living philosopher for whom something similar can and should be achieved.


Jon Cogburn, Baton Rouge, Louisiana


Niki Young, Birguma, Malta


January 2022









PART I


ANTI-MINING AND THE RETURN TO METAPHYSICS









CHAPTER 1


THE THIRD TABLE33


In recent years I have been linked with a philosophical movement called “speculative realism.” But my own variant of speculative realism, known as “object-oriented philosophy,” actually dates to the late 1990s. The principles of object-oriented philosophy can be summarized in a few sentences. First, philosophy must deal with every type of object rather than reducing all objects to one privileged type: zebras, leprechauns, and armies are just as worthy of philosophical discussion as atoms and brains. Second, objects are deeper than their appearance to the human mind, but also deeper than their relations to each other, so that all contact between objects must be indirect or vicarious. Third, objects are polarized in two different ways: first there is a distinction between objects and their qualities, and then there is a separate distinction between real objects withdrawn from all access and sensual objects that exist only for some observer, whether human or inhuman. Finally, the basic problems of ontology must be reformulated in terms of the fourfold structure that results from these two polarizations in the heart of objects. In a brief article like this one, there is no way to deal adequately with all of these problems. Instead, I will focus on clarifying the nature of what I have called “real objects” by way of a critical treatment of the famous theme of Eddington’s two tables.


Sir Arthur Stanley Eddington was a British astrophysicist best known for his observations of a solar eclipse in 1919, which confirmed Einstein’s general theory of relativity. Raised as a Quaker, he also had a brief dissident career as a conscientious objector to British participation in the First World War. Eddington’s primary gift to philosophy, however, is his well-known parable of the two tables. In the Introduction to his 1927 Gifford Lectures in Edinburgh, he describes the situation as follows: “I have settled down to the task of writing these lectures and have drawn up my chairs to my two tables. Two tables! Yes; there are duplicates of every object about me — two tables, two chairs, two pens.”34 As the reader may guess, the two tables in question are the familiar table of everyday life and the same table as described by physics. We have long been accustomed to C.P. Snow’s concept of the “two cultures” distinguishing natural scientists from so-called literary intellectuals.35 Eddington’s sympathies are squarely with his own group, the first. But he admits that the second cannot be effaced:




I need not tell you that modern physics has by delicate test and remorseless logic assured me that my second scientific table is the only one which is really there — wherever “there” may be. On the other hand I need not tell you that modern physics will never succeed in exorcising that first table — strange compound of external nature, mental imagery and inherited prejudice — which lies visible to my eyes and tangible to my grasp. We must bid good-bye to it for the present for we are about to turn from the familiar world to the scientific world revealed by physics. This is, or is intended to be, a wholly external world.36





Against this attitude, the humanities might be tempted to reverse Eddington’s conclusions and claim that the table of everyday life is just as real, or even more real, than the scientific table. The first table and first culture would thereby be opposed to the second, and the result would be the usual trench war between science and the humanities. My contrary view is that both groups are equally wrong about the table, and for precisely the same reason. When weighing the respective merits of the everyday and scientific tables, we will find that both are equally unreal, since both amount simply to opposite forms of reductionism. The scientist reduces the table downward to tiny little particles invisible to the eye; the humanist reduces it upward to a series of effects on people and other things. To put it bluntly, both of Eddington’s tables are utter shams that confuse the table with its internal and external environments, respectively. The real table is in fact a third table lying between these two others. And if Eddington’s two tables provided the moral support for Snow’s “two cultures” of scientists and humanists, our third table will probably require a third culture completely different from these two. This is not to say that the third culture is a completely new one: perhaps it is the culture of the arts, which do not seem to reduce tables either to quarks and electrons, or to table-effects on humans.


What we call the third table cannot be reduced downward to the scientific one. As Eddington describes it, “[the] scientific table is mostly emptiness. Sparsely scattered in the emptiness are numerous electric charges rushing about with great speed; but their combined bulk amounts to less than a billionth of the bulk of the table itself.”37 In this way, the familiar household table is dissolved into rushing electrical charges and other tiny elements. But while the natural sciences must be admired for having discovered all these minuscule entities, it does not follow that the everyday table can be eliminated outright and replaced by these particles. First, note the table as a whole has features that its various component particles do not have in isolation. These are often called “emergent” properties, and there need not be anything mystical about them. The point is not that the passage from quarks and electrons to tables is miraculous (quantum theory can explain such transitions fairly well) but simply that the table has an autonomous reality over and above its causal subcomponents, just as individual humans cannot be dissolved back into their parents. Notice that we can replace or outright remove a certain number of the table’s subcomponents without destroying the table. I am inclined to agree that all entities are composite, made of smaller things rather than being simple and indivisible, but in no way does this prove that only the smallest things are real, though this prejudice goes back to the days of pre-Socratic philosophy. But even if every physical thing is made of atoms, every basketball game is also made of individual plays –yet objects are not just sets of atoms any more than a game is just a set of plays, or a nation just a set of individuals. The death of an Egyptian in combat on Mohamed Mahmoud Street is tragic, yet it does not mean the death of Egypt –indeed, quite the contrary.


Having defended the existence of tables against their scientific dissolution, it might be assumed that we are defending the rights of Eddington’s first table, the one of everyday use. As he describes this everyday table, “[it] has been familiar to me from my earliest years. It is a commonplace object of that environment that I call the world …. It has extension; it is comparatively permanent; it is coloured; it is above all substantial.”38 We ignore for now the word “substantial,” which Eddington uses in a confusing and philosophically imprecise way. What is important for the moment is that Table Number One is identified with the table of everyday use: the one we see, the one at which we sit, the one we can pound or lovingly stroke. Yet this first table is still not the one we are seeking. Surprisingly enough, the one who tells us why is Martin Heidegger, even though he is often viewed as a champion of everyday utensils against a science that “does not think.”39


The phenomenology of Edmund Husserl asks us to avoid all scientific theories about reality not directly seen; we are requested to shun Eddington’s favored second table and simply describe what appears to consciousness. Heidegger counters that most of our dealings with things are not a matter of conscious experience at all. Blood circulates freely, and vehicles and floors function smoothly, until these malfunction and thus gain our notice.40 Restated in terms of Eddington’s example, the table I see is derivative of the table that is invisibly used as I go about my daily business. But even this formulation does not go deep enough. After all, even the table encountered in practical use does not exhaust the table’s reality. In one moment it reliably supports paperweights and our midday meal; in the next it collapses to the ground, shattering everything. This shows that just as the table could not be identified with the one we saw, it was also not the same as the one we used. The real table is a genuine reality deeper than any theoretical or practical encounter with it. And beyond this, if rocks or other weights slam into the table, they fail to exhaust its inner depths as well. The table is something deeper than any relations in which it might become involved, whether with humans or inanimate entities. In short, Eddington’s everyday Table Number One is no better than his scientific Table Number Two. Just as we cannot reduce the table downward to electric charges rushing through empty space, we also cannot reduce it upward to its theoretical, practical, or causal effects on humans or on anything else.


We have now isolated the location of the third table — the only real one. Eddington’s First Table ruins tables by turning them into nothing but their everyday effects on us or on someone else. Eddington’s Second Table ruins tables by disintegrating them into nothing but tiny electrical charges or faint material flickerings. Yet the Third Table lies directly between these other two, neither of which is really a table. Our third table emerges as something distinct from its own components, and also withdraws behind all its external effects. Our table is an intermediate being found neither in subatomic physics nor in human psychology, but in a permanent autonomous zone where objects are simply themselves. And in my view, this is the genuine meaning of the word “substance,” which Eddington uses too loosely to refer to Table Number One as found in human experience. In the Aristotelian tradition, the term “substance” (ouisa) refers to the autonomous reality of individual things. Unlike in Plato, for whom there is one table-form in which countless tables “participate,” for Aristotle each table is its own form: a substantial form, rather than a form existing only through its relation to a perceiver or some other thing. It might seem strange to wave the flag of Aristotle, since he is widely viewed as a boring, middle-aged reactionary whose medieval enforcers were overthrown in liberating revolution by Descartes and other moderns. But what is most fascinating about Aristotle’s concept of substance is how much it has in common with our third table, provided Aristotle is given a properly weird interpretation. For on the one hand, Aristotle does not reduce individual things downward to tiny component pieces. And on the other, contrary to popular belief, he does not reduce substances upward to what humans can grasp of them using reason. After all, things are always individuals, but knowledge is only of universals (green, heavy, square) and universals belong to many things.41 This entails that even for Aristotle, the reality of things lies outside the grasp of human knowledge.


By locating the third table (and to repeat, this is the only real table) in a space between the “table” as particles and the “table” in its effects on humans, we have apparently found a table that can be verified in no way at all, whether by science or by tangible effects in the human sphere. Yes, and that is precisely the point. Any philosophy is unworthy of the name if it attempts to convert objects into the conditions by which they can be known or verified. The term philosophia, possibly coined by Pythagoras, famously means not wisdom but love of wisdom. The real is something that cannot be known, only loved. This does not mean that access to the table is impossible, only that it must be indirect. Just as erotic speech works only when composed of hint, allusion, and innuendo rather than of declarative statements and clearly articulated propositions, and just as jokes or magic tricks are easily ruined when each of their steps is explained, thinking is not thinking unless it realizes that its approach to objects can only be oblique. We cannot be downward scientific reducers, nor can we be upward humanistic reducers. We can only be hunters of objects, and must even be non-lethal hunters, since objects can never be caught. The world is filled primarily not with electrons or human praxis, but with ghostly objects withdrawing from all human and inhuman access, accessible only by allusion and seducing us by means of allure. Whatever we capture, whatever table we sit on or destroy, is not the real table.


But if the first and second table are both unreal, then there is a sense in which the “two cultures” of C.P. Snow are both failures. Whatever the practical successes in their own domains of scientific realism and social constructionism, they are both complete failures as philosophy. This was vividly seen two decades ago by Bruno Latour, in his famous polemic against the modern divide between nature and culture.42 However, there is a sense in which Latour retains Eddington’s first table (the everyday one), merely expanding its scope so that all electrons, cartoon characters, and real and fictional tables are placed on the same footing. The reason for this is that an object (or “actor”) for Latour is to be defined only by how it transforms, modifies, perturbs, or creates some other actor.43 In his philosophy, nothing is hidden in the depths, since everything is fully deployed in duels and negotiations with other things. By contrast, the Philosophy of the Third Table that I advocate is committed to tables that do exist at a deeper level than all possible transformations, modifications, perturbations, or creations.


I have also suggested in passing that a “third culture” corresponding to the third table might not need to be created from scratch. Nor is it sufficient (though it may be interesting) to award the “third culture” title to natural scientists who happen to brush up against philosophical problems, thereby mixing the worlds of Eddington’s two tables. John Brockman reflects this prejudice when he says, in his otherwise fascinating anthology, that “the third culture consists of those scientists and other thinkers in the empirical world who, through their work and expository writing, are taking the place of the traditional intellectual in rendering visible the deeper meanings of our lives, redefining who and what we are.”44 Far from a true third culture, Brockman is merely calling for total victory of the second, scientific one, though in somewhat sexier and less nihilistic form. At best, the authors in his collection are trying to make Eddington’s two tables communicate, not hunting the elusive Table Number 3, emerging from its components while withdrawing from all direct access. But as stated earlier, it may be artists (in all genres) who best meet this description. For on the one hand, art does not function by dissolving white whales, mansions, rafts, apples, guitars, and windmills into their subatomic underpinnings. Quite obviously, artists do not provide a theory of physical reality, and Eddington’s second table is the last thing they seek. But on the other hand, they also do not seek the first table, as if the arts merely replicated the objects of everyday life or sought to create effects on us. Instead, there is the attempt to establish objects deeper than the features through which they are announced, or allude to objects that cannot quite be made present. For centuries, philosophy has aspired to the conditions of a rigorous science, allying itself at various times with mathematics or descriptive psychology. Yet what if the counter-project of the next four centuries were to turn philosophy into an art? We would have “Philosophy as Vigorous Art” rather than Husserl’s “Philosophy as Rigorous Science.” In being transformed from a science into an art, philosophy regains its original character as eros. In some ways this erotic model is the basic aspiration of object-oriented philosophy: the only way, in the present philosophical climate, to do justice to the love of wisdom that makes no claim to be an actual wisdom.









CHAPTER 2


UNDERMINING, OVERMINING, AND DUOMINING: A CRITIQUE45


The French philosopher Tristan Garcia holds that objects must be understood in two directions, according to “that which is in them” and “that in which they are.”46 We are already familiar with what Garcia is talking about. One way of understanding a thing is to determine what it is made of, such as when we discover that water is H2O or that Finnish and Hungarian stem from the same linguistic family. Another type of understanding comes from knowing not what components a thing is made of, but what effects it has on other things. We understand something of Napoleon by knowing that he won victories at Austerlitz and Jena while suffering defeats at Leipzig and Waterloo. In fact, for all entities we seek both kinds of knowledge. Water is known by learning not only its chemical formula, but also the various uses to which it can be put and the various effects it has on other chemical compounds, how it behaves at freezing and boiling temperatures, or under zero-gravity conditions on spacecraft. Likewise, in Napoleon’s case we not only learn about his successful and unsuccessful interactions with other historical agents, but can also learn about that of which Napoleon is made: the ancestral history of the Buonaparte family, the conditions in Corsica and post-Revolution France that enabled his rise, and perhaps even some medical information about the specific composition of his body. We seek to know everything either by looking downward to what it came from, or upward to where it is going. For Tristan Garcia, things are the difference between these two poles of their reality, between that which composes them and that which they cause to happen. In my philosophy, by contrast, things are neither of these two extremes, but irreducible to both. The goal of this article is to explain my position briefly and draw some consequences from it.


As we have seen, it is possible to gain information about anything by determining either its constituent elements or its effects on the environmental context it inhabits. But some observers go further than this, and claim that a thing is nothing more than its constituent elements, or nothing more than its environmental situation. Both of these gestures count as reductive strategies, since they reduce the thing to something else by moving either upward, downward, or both at once. In 2009, I began to use the paired terms “undermining” and “overmining” to refer to these two reductive strategies.47 Let’s recall briefly how they function.


Undermining in philosophy begins with the pre-Socratic thinkers. Naïve common sense believes it is surrounded by macroscopic entities such as tables, chairs, pottery, and ships. The pre-Socratic philosophers, who also count as the first natural scientists in the West, tried to show that these macroscopic objects are built of something more basic. One type of pre-Socratic thinker tries to find the privileged physical element or elements to which all else can be reduced. Thales of Miletus launched this tradition in roughly 600 B.C.E., by saying that water is the first principle of everything, perhaps thinking of the vastness of the oceans and the dependence of all life on moisture. He was followed by Anaximenes, who countered that colorless, odorless air is a better choice for the root stuff of reality. Some of the fragments of Heraclitus suggest that he granted a similar role to fire. Empedocles, sensing difficulty in allowing any one element to serve as the basis of the world, developed a more intricate system that we now know as the four traditional Greek elements: air, earth, fire, and water, joined by love and separated by hate. An even more modern theory can be found in the later atomistic philosophy of Leucippus and Democritus, in which atoms of different sizes move through an empty void. For all these theories, macroscopic objects have no autonomous reality but can be boiled down to some privileged, simple, eternal element from which they are made.


In parallel with this tradition, there was always a second pre-Socratic trend at work, that of the so-called apeiron. According to this view, since the world consists of numerous opposite qualities — cold and hot, wet and dry, justice and injustice — the ultimate reality must be something less determinate than any of them. They all must emerge from something boundless and indefinite, a sort of blob-like indeterminacy from which anything specific would arise as a derivative product. This tradition began not long after Thales, in the thinking of Anaximander. For Anaximander, the existence of opposite qualities counts as a kind of “injustice” that will be healed by time, as everything collapses into the indefinite apeiron (there seems to be a clear influence here on Karl Marx, who did his doctoral work on these early Greek thinkers). In short, the apeiron does not exist now, but will exist in some distant future. A different tack is taken by Parmenides, who speaks of “being” rather than the apeiron, but means roughly the same thing by it: something that is one, real, and indeterminate as to specific qualities. For Parmenides, it exists in the present rather than the future; we are simply deceived by the senses into thinking otherwise. That leaves the final option that the apeiron exists not in the future or present but in the past, and two philosophers did choose this option. For the mysterious Pythagoras, there was once an apeiron but it inhaled the void, and as a result broke into numerous separate pieces. For Anaxagoras the apeiron was shattered into pieces after being rotated rapidly through the thinking of a powerful Nous, or mind. Here once more, we have a theory which holds that individual objects exist only in derivative fashion when compared with some deeper, primordial thing. Both kinds of pre-Socratics (the “element” kind and the “apeiron” kind) undermine objects by claiming that they are too shallow to be real.


But reduction is also possible in the opposite direction. Instead of saying that objects are too shallow to be real, it might also be said that they are too deep to be real. This approach became more common in the modern era, and might be called “overmining,” to coin a new term. One such case would be outright idealism, which holds that there is nothing hiding beneath whatever appears to the mind. We also find overmining in the various philosophies of social constructionism, for which there is no independent reality outside the system of language, discourse, or power. Philosophies which hold that there are only events, not objects, also adopt an overmining strategy. So too does a philosophy such as that of Whitehead, which claims that the reality of things is exhausted by their relations with other things.48 We should note that the view that reality is exhaustively mathematizable is also an overmining position, since objects are thereby made interchangeable with what can be known about them. A daring attempt in this direction was made recently by Quentin Meillassoux.49


But what is perhaps most interesting about the undermining and overmining positions is that they rarely occur in isolation, as if both realized that they needed the hidden support of the other. Let’s borrow the recent computer science term “duomining” to refer to this simultaneous twofold employment of overmining and undermining.50 The first instance of duomining in the history of philosophy may be that of Pythagoras, who on the one hand views the world as having originated in an apeiron destroyed by inhaling (undermining), but on the other is the textbook case of a philosopher who treats the world as consisting of its mathematizability (overmining). An even better example might be Parmenides, who undermines objects by calling them less real than unified, motionless being and overmines them by identifying individual things with the delusions of sense and opinion. The whole of modern science is a duomining project, since it aims both to reduce objects downward to the most basic tiny constituents and to claim that these things are, in principle, knowable through mathematization. Meillassoux’s is a classic duomining position, since he holds that the primary qualities of things are those which can be mathematized and denies that he is a Pythagorean, insisting that numbers do not exhaust the world but simply point to some sort of “dead matter” whose exact metaphysical status is never clarified. And even Garcia, whose position is otherwise close to my own, duomines objects by dissolving them simultaneously in two directions.


Now, it might be asked what is wrong with undermining and overmining in the first place, given that both techniques are so useful. My response is that usefulness and reality are not the same thing, and that useful intellectual methods are generally those that adopt a powerful exaggeration as their primary tool.51 The problem with undermining is that it fails to account for emergence. The fact that my body is made of atoms, and that I presumably could not exist if those atoms were suddenly vaporized, does not entail that I am nothing over and above those atoms. The proof of this is that not all changes in these atoms would lead to changes in me; various atoms could be moved, replaced, or destroyed though I would still remain who I am. Meanwhile, what is wrong with overmining is that it cannot explain change. If there is nothing but appearance, relation, event, or interaction with nothing lying beneath, then there is no reason why anything could possibly alter. The reality of the world would be exhaustively deployed in its current state, with no hidden surplus or reserve that might surge forth and generate novelty. What is wrong with duomining is that it combines the weaknesses rather then the strengths of both positions.


A table is not the pieces of which it is made, nor the effects it has on users. Neither is it the difference between these two extremes. Instead, it is that which is cut off from total dependence in either direction. The table can withstand numerous changes in its pieces and countless movements in three-dimensional space without becoming something other than itself. If what we call “knowledge” is an attempt to reduce the table either downward or upward, then we can get at the table only through something that is not a form of knowledge. Earlier this year I suggested that art has a special capacity for dealing with the “third table” lying between the first table (table-particles) and second table (table-events).52 But this is also the founding insight of philosophy, as philo-sophia, or love of wisdom rather than wisdom itself. We cannot know the world directly, whether through undermining, overmining, or duomining, but must approach it obliquely in the manner of Socrates or Picasso.


Experimental School Assignment to go with Graham Harman, “Undermining, Overmining, and Duomining: A Critique”


The purpose of the assignment is to reinforce the sense that objects are independent both of their constituent pieces and their effects on other things.




1 The independent reality of a thing is appreciated if we imagine it inhabiting other situations or having other effects than it currently does. These are known as “counterfactuals.”


2. The independent reality of a thing is also appreciated if we imagine that it were composed of different elements. Coining a new term, we can call these “countercompositionals.”





The assignment is to explore both counterfactuals and countercompositionals for any given object, in order to better appreciate the autonomous reality of those objects.


STEP 1: Each student is given a slip of paper and writes the name of an object, which can be a person, an animal, a thing, a fictional character, a corporation — indeed, anything at all. The slips of paper are then put into a container.


STEP 2: Each student draws one of the slips of paper, and must work with the object mentioned on it.


STEP 3: The student should determine the counterfactuals for this object. Start by asking: “In what situation do we usually find this object?” Then, the student should imagine other possible situations for the object, starting simply and working towards more and more imaginative scenarios. What surprises result from this exercise? Is this object capable of things that we never realized? How would the world need to change in order for this object to become either extremely important or extremely unimportant?


STEP 4: The student should now determine the countercompositionals for the object. How could we rebuild this object using different materials or components? What is the greatest number of changes we could make while still having the object remain roughly the same thing? What is the smallest change we could make that would destroy the object or turn it into something else altogether?


STEP 5: Students should now discuss all of their results together. Are any of the results especially funny? Especially surprising? Especially frightening?









CHAPTER 3


THE FERRIS WHEEL53


Imagine a gigantic Ferris wheel of many miles in diameter. The wheel would be lodged in a massive trench in the earth, with the hub at ground level. At all times, half of the wheel would be above ground and half beneath the surface. Over the course of twelve or fourteen hours, the wheel would make a complete circuit high in the air and deep beneath the soil. It would carry thousands of separate cars, each of them loaded with various objects. Some would contain printed documents, or zinc and molybdenum Buddhas. Others would be loaded with colorful flags, electric generators, reptiles and birds, miniature explosive charges, bottles of wine, tap dancers, brass bands playing military music, and other entities circling day and night. We will suppose that the wheel itself is made of an unspecified indestructible material not affected by anything that happens in the myth.


The reader should pause for several moments and fix this image firmly in mind: a giant rotating wheel, carrying thousands of beings in a long arc ascending to the clouds and vanishing into the darkness of the earth. Let it spin dozens of times in your mind before we move on from this beautiful spectacle. Imagine the faint machinic whirr of its concealed engine, the creaking of its bolts, and the varied sounds emitted by the objects riding in its cars: from neighing horses to mournful woodwind ensembles. Imagine too the ominous mood in the vicinity as its cars plunge deep into the earth. Picture the wheel loaded with animals, bombs, and religious icons. Picture it creaking under the weight of its cargo and emitting a ghostly light as it spins along its colossal circuit. Imagine the artists and engineers of genius who designed such a thing. And consider the human culture that would arise nearby, with the wheel as its sacred point of reference.


• • •


We now add a few new elements to the myth of the Ferris wheel, burning the image ever more deeply into the reader’s mind. Above ground, thousands of people would live in the vicinity of the wheel: some applauding it, others terrified by the sight, with a few insensitive souls bored by the wheel as by a commonplace. Some of the residents would observe its rotations minutely through binoculars, while others would go about their business with no more than occasional glances at the machine. A number of dogs would bark angrily at the wheel, and crows or eagles would sometimes approach for a closer look.


We might stipulate further that numerous chambers have been constructed along the underground path of the wheel. Every ten feet its cars would pass by one of these dimly lit spaces. Some of the underground rooms are filled with people, while others house devices of various sorts. It should be clear that the objects inhabiting each of these rooms will react with especial intensity only to some of the entities riding in the wheel. For instance, one of the rooms would be occupied by the members of a secret society or labor union. They have assembled perhaps for a celebration, but are under strict orders to wait calmly and quietly until the special flag of their group passes by. When at last it does, they cheer wildly and erupt into violent revelry. There are poets writing verse in some of the rooms, their moods affected deeply by all passing objects, but especially by the various musical ensembles that circle past. As they hear the music passing their chambers, the character of their poems is altered by the style of what they hear.


A few more examples will clarify the upheavals brought about by the rotation of the wheel. Some of the rooms contain rabid dogs that bark at all passing objects, but especially at the cats and foxes that sometimes circle past, pushing the dogs toward a state of frenzy. Another room is a holding cell for a condemned prisoner, who endures additional torment as portraits of deceased family members pass. Let’s suppose as well that one of these underground chambers contains the main power generator for the town above. From time to time a huge electromagnetic coil circles in one of the cars past this room, disrupting the town’s energy supply for several minutes, though the wheel continues to circle through an alternate source of power whose nature need not concern us. Whenever this disruption occurs, the observers milling in the streets begin to curse and lament, forgetting the wheel altogether until energy is restored and life returns to what it was.


With the exception of the eternal wheel itself, each of the entities in this myth faces a certain degree of danger. After all, some of the cars contain explosive devices; no one knows when they might detonate, or how powerfully. If these explode while transiting underground, the chambers closest to them will be annihilated without hope of survivors. If the bombs explode while circling in the air, then so much the worse: for in this case they rain lethal debris over the entire town. Yet the danger also works in reverse, with some of the underground rooms posing a threat to the objects riding the wheel. For instance, a number of the subterranean rooms might be equipped with dormant furnaces. Most of the time these will be inactive. But at sporadic intervals and random temperatures, jets of flame suddenly erupt from the room toward the car that is passing by, spraying fire on whatever entity it contains. Occasionally the flames are hot enough to melt even the metallic images of the Buddha loaded in some of the cars.


Finally, it is clear that the rotating objects will have a profound effect on the crowd in the streets, harming or pleasing them on various occasions. The higher the objects move toward the summit of the wheel, the less visible they are to the townspeople. But when they first emerge from the earth, and again when descending to a point near the ground, they are recognized even by children. Indeed, children would surely assemble near the entry and exit points of the wheel, delighted by the sudden emergence or disappearance of surprising things. Each of the objects riding the wheel has a potentially serious impact upon local morale. Some strike the townspeople as comical, provoking sarcastic remarks. Others are melancholy reminders of human frailty: a lonely skull, or the portrait of a reviled former statesman. At such moments the mood in the streets veers toward the tense and the somber. But some of the objects strike different people in different ways, as when a whining kitten circles past, provoking mockery in some and empathy in others. There will also be moments when heavy explosives circle past: these are frightening times for even the most hardened cynics in the town. Some of the cars might even contain loudspeakers emitting religious or political messages. A few observers take these messages seriously and plan conversion or revolution, while others dismiss them with a wave of the hand.


This image of a revolving wheel is a picture of our world. In it, the dramatic interplay of object and network becomes visible. Countless entities circle into and out of our lives, some of them threatening and others ludicrous. The objects in the cars and those on the ground or in the chambers affect one another, coupling and uncoupling from countless relations — seducing, ignoring, ruining, or liberating each other. This process is anything but a game: in it, our happiness and even physical safety are at stake. It would be easy to follow tradition and speak of a Wheel of Fortune. But in keeping with the metaphysical nature of this book, it is better to call it the Wheel of Events, the Wheel of Contexts, or the Wheel of Relations. As the Ferris wheel circles, new and surprising events are summoned into existence. Bombs detonate; solid Buddhas are liquefied; lackluster crowds become howling mobs; depressive writers are inspired by music; power outages are caused by disruptive magnetic fields. By affecting one another in this way, the interacting things generate new realities, each just as real as the basic elements circling in the wheel.


Let’s develop an example already mentioned, and say that one of the underground chambers houses a union of steelworkers. As they await the appearance of their familiar gray flag with its black crescents and diamonds, the workers and the flag are two utterly separate realities. But once the banner moves into view, the room erupts in raucous celebration. Now, we cannot agree with the classical theory which holds that the piece of cloth is a substance and each of the workers also a substance, but the celebration itself just an accidental intersection of two entities. No, the celebration is not a mere aggregate, for it is every bit as real as the physical piece of cloth or the human workers themselves. We admit that the celebration is unlikely to last for more than a few hours, while the flag and the workers may endure for decades to come. But this familiar criterion of durability is irrelevant to the metaphysical question of what can be regarded as a substance. For as everyone who has taken part in especially intense gatherings knows, a celebration is a force to be reckoned with: a new entity to be taken into account by all other things. The workers may find themselves carried away by the mood of the party — a mood that exists somewhere beyond each of the individuals, as a reservoir of surplus energy. Riot police may be summoned should the atmosphere deteriorate, and the celebration might resist police efforts to control it. Even the union flag that triggered the party will be affected by the celebration-entity of which it is a key component. For it may gain historic value from being the very flag that triggered this particular riot; it could become outlawed, and thereby attain wide popularity as a symbol of resistance. In addition, the flag can be physically altered by the smoky fumes or spray of champagne that the party unleashes. In short, the party seems to have all the features of a genuine entity. We cannot use physical duration as a standard of what is real and what is accidental. Chemists are aware of this fact, and feel no shame in using the same periodic table both for the artificial heavy elements that last for fractions of a second and for the hydrogen and helium that have endured since nearly the dawn of time. The difference between substance and accident is not decided by stopwatch or calendar. If we provisionally accept that reality equals resistance (an idea I will shortly reject for other reasons), then the steelworkers’ celebration is very much a substantial reality, as any riot officer will testify.


Nor does the myth of the wheel require the presence of human beings or other sentient organisms. One can easily imagine a toxic spill in the area. The town and the underground chambers would be evacuated, and all living creatures removed from the wheel until the situation is clarified. As a precaution, it now circles with only inanimate objects riding aboard. Now let us suppose that one of the cars contains a barrel of seashells, and one of the underground chambers is a jet that sprays acid at random intervals. If the acid is sprayed just as the shells circle past, there will be a reaction between them resulting in a very different set of substances. Here again, one cannot say that acid and shells are real and their conjunction only an accident. The example can be pushed further by imagining that some of the cars contain subatomic particles, and that several underground rooms are able to split these tiny things by channeling powerful beams into their midst, even though no one is watching.


For those who feel distracted by such bizarre examples, more prosaic scenarios are possible. We can assume that the entire complex of underground chambers has been shut down, all of them decommissioned and filled with cement. This having been done, the objects riding the wheel have nothing to hope for and nothing to fear when underground. They do nothing but circle, orbiting forever down into the earth and up into the sky. But even here there is a sense in which the objects change. If nothing else, they will tend to become cold at the top of the wheel as they approach the jet stream, but hot and moist at the bottom as they descend through the dank underground channel. Moreover, their relations with everything found in the outer landscape will change continually, depending on how high or low they are at any moment. For these changes are real, and describe vastly different events. A zinc Buddha at the top of the wheel is involved in a different set of relations from the same Buddha at the bottom. The fact that these statues never remain in one place for long does not mean that their specific position at any moment is of less importance than the timeless metal of which they are forged.


This concludes part one of the myth of the wheel. So far, I have used this image to defend the model of reality presented by such figures as Alred North Whitehead and Bruno Latour, for whom the interrelation of things is so pervasive that they discount the very existence of individual entities outside their relational effects. There is surely some truth in this outlook, since it is difficult to think of an object apart from the varied relations in which it participates. The labor union, the seashells, and the magnetic coils are so thoroughly defined by the incidents in which they take part that their reality might seem identical with the events to which the wheel gives rise. The objects riding in the wheel seem no better than pawns of their interactions with other things. Some might call it naïve to think of some Buddha-in-itself or electrical coil an sich apart from the events in which these objects are involved. In this way the myth suggests that there is no such thing as an “accident” as opposed to substance, and also no such thing as mere “relations” that would be less real than the component parts of which they are built. The various flags, machines, cats, and foxes in the myth would not be substances undergoing accidental interplay with other objects. They would only be concrete events, deployed in specific relations with all other things.


Nonetheless, the myth also shows the limitations of this philosophy of relations or events. It is certainly true that all of the human and inhuman objects in the myth — those that ride the wheel, live in the underground chambers, or mill around in the streets — are closely linked with the wider series of events in which they are involved. Even so, none of the objects are reducible to the events in which they participate. This becomes clear if we add some additional twists to the story. Along with the banner of the steelworkers’ union, we can stipulate that the wheel carries an additional flag — say, a purple lozenge on a field of amber. Once upon a time, this flag would have triggered additional celebration by the union of arrowsmiths. Yet this guild was disbanded long before the wheel was constructed, and therefore never arrived in the underground room reserved for its festival. If the union still existed, the flag would have triggered a memorable event, but this is now destined never to occur. As things stand, the flag is recognized by no one. It is left to circle as a mere piece of fabric or an aesthetic curiosity, with no one aware of its depth of symbolic resonance. Since the flag with the purple lozenge never triggers celebration, some might try to reduce it to its current status amidst the network of things: the state of being viewed with indifference. Yet there is a certain reality possessed by this flag, no matter how cruelly ignored, and someday a new throwback union may arise to adopt it as an emblem once more.


Let’s simplify the example somewhat, so that only a handful of objects remain in the cars: a plastic cup, a gyroscope, an aircraft engine, and a chunk of plutonium. Now, let’s evacuate the underground chambers and fill them with new entities never previously there. What do we learn from such variation? First of all, any living creature in the chambers will be exterminated by the plutonium. But elsewhere, different dramas unfold. There may be an object in one of the chambers that causes the gyroscope to move differently from before. So too, the aircraft engine may be affected in unique ways by some of the entities that have been placed in the various rooms. A few turns of the wheel, and we become bored with these permutations. So let’s empty the rooms once more and fill them with hundreds of new objects. Here once more, we generate a world of new relations that have never previously walked the earth. And no matter how often we are sated with the multitude of combinations between the wheel and the chambers, the supply of novelties is limitless. For as long as there are unlimited funds at our command (and this we suppose as a condition of the myth), there is a limitless number of entities that can be placed in the emptied chambers and the vacant cars of the wheel.


It must be said that there is something to the plutonium, the plastic cup, and the gyroscope that is never exhausted by the various events that occur. New pairings of these objects with other things can always be dreamed up or even put into effect. And this is where most philosophers would invoke a traditional concept that can only be regarded as misleading: potentiality. For as soon as the specter of potential is raised, the key point has been evaded. It will be said that the various new events involving the plutonium, the plastic cup, and the gyroscope tell us nothing new about the actuality of these objects. Instead, these events only make clear that every object has the potential to affect other things in certain ways. On this point the classical and twentieth-century theories are in reciprocal agreement. Namely, the classical models invoke potentiality in order to shut relations out of substance, since if a single hammer has the potential to build a church, a weapon, or a coffin, it might seem possible to forgive its accidental entanglements in any of these activities while maintaining its private integrity. Conversely, the twentieth-century theories invoke potentiality in order to shut substance out of relations, since if the hammer is defined by its totality of relations, to speak of its unactualized future states as “potentials” frees us from having to determine where these potentials are located, thereby denying any actuality outside of explicit current relations.


Both the classical and recent theories appeal to “potential” as a disingenuous way of equating the actual with the relational. For if we only say that plutonium has the potential to kill whatever creatures enter the underground room, we have betrayed our obligation to decide in what the actuality of the plutonium consists. To define a thing as potential is to view it solely from the outside, in terms of the effects it might one day have on other things, and this avoids the very question under dispute. For let us now establish a variation on the myth in which no living creatures are in the underground chambers at all, so that the plutonium only circles past metallic, wooden, and cotton items. Here the lethal character of the plutonium is never triggered, yet this deadliness remains a part of its actuality. The plutonium’s act of killing will surely exist only in relation to a living thing, but this misses the point. For I speak here not of the killing (which is obviously a relation) but of that lethal portion of the plutonium’s reality that is never manifest in cases where nothing is killed. Even the most ardent philosopher of networks would not deny that there is more to the plutonium than is expressed in any given instant. One will concede that the plutonium has an actuality apart from its relations. Yet there is also a disappointing habit of assuming that this extra portion of reality is simply a material substratum supporting many properties not currently expressed. It will be thought that the real action lies on the side of perception, of our tortuous and subtle human awareness, which finds ways to add spice to bland slabs of objective material stuff. The high ground of philosophy is given over to a dogmatic brand of materialism, even by those who claim to despise material reality. Against this, I hold that it remains a mystery where and what the actuality of the plutonium really is. It cannot be defined by its current relations, because the reality of the plutonium is precisely what exceeds those relations. What needs to be discovered is an actuality different from all events, but one that belongs to armies, flocks of geese, and Hindu epics no less than to atoms.


And this is the possibly misleading point in our myth. As the various passenger objects rise and fall with the motion of the wheel, they trigger a multitude of events. This seems to lead to a twofold ontology in which we have solid physical entities riding in the cars and immaterial events that are triggered by the various interactions. But this is inadequate. For in a sense even the physical objects riding the cars of the wheel are themselves events, since each involves a special configuration of various subcomponents. In order to do justice to the ontology of the world, we must not think of the cats, foxes, or bombs riding the wheel as simple unified lumps. Instead, we must imagine that each of these entities is itself produced by a smaller Ferris wheel riding in each car, to represent the interaction of the components of any cat, fox, or bomb. And all these pieces should be imagined in turn as products of still smaller wheels, these by even tinier wheels, the tiny wheels by minuscule ones, minuscule wheels by micro-wheels, and so on to infinity. Nor does the movement occur only in a downward direction. To complete the myth, we also need to imagine each of the events triggered by our Ferris wheel as loaded into a larger wheel in turn, spinning through a different landscape from its components. For instance, the celebration of the steelworkers is a potential ingredient in further events, no less than are the flag and workers themselves. As for the crowds milling around in the street, each of them might be considered as made of an interlocking and infinitely regressing series of Ferris wheels, stretching to the depths of hell and beyond. No point in reality is merely a solid thing, and no point is an ultimate concrete event unable to act as a component in further events. In this respect, the cosmos might be described as a vast series of interlocking Ferris wheels. Let these trillions of wheels spin in your mind. Let them sink into your heart and enliven your mood. And savor these countless wheels before moving on to the myths still to come.









CHAPTER 4


THE ONLY EXIT FROM MODERN PHILOSOPHY54


1. Against Onto-Taxonomy


Two of the most interesting philosophers at work today live just a mile apart on the Left Bank in Paris, though separated in age by twenty years: Bruno Latour (b. 1947) and Quentin Meillassoux (b. 1967). In some ways they have very little in common. A Venn diagram of their respective readerships would show minuscule intersection, mostly covering a small circle of authors working on object-oriented ontology (OOO). Latour and Meillassoux are not even especially interested in each other’s work, although they did share some kind words after a salon for Meillassoux held at Latour’s Latin Quarter flat in 2006.55 Meillassoux is an unapologetic rationalist from the school of Alain Badiou, one who takes René Descartes as our model for forward progress; Latour is a vehement non-modernist whom many rationalists dismiss as seeing no difference in kind between particle physics and witchcraft.56 Nonetheless, the two are united in their view that Immanuel Kant is still the most dangerous influence on contemporary philosophy.57 In After Finitude, Meillassoux explicitly charges Kant’s so-called Copernican Revolution with being a “Ptolemaic Counter-Revolution”; Latour had said much the same thing a generation earlier in We Have Never Been Modern.58 Given that Kant still provides the basic background assumptions for most present-day philosophy — whether of an analytic or continental stripe — this point alone is already worthy of interest. What is even more interesting is that the two philosophers reject Kant for opposite reasons:




1 For Meillassoux, Kant collapses the independence of thought and world into a correlation when they really ought to be kept separate from each other. Meillassoux implements such a separation with his concepts of “ancestrality” and “diachronicity,” which refer to the existence of the world prior to the existence of conscious life and after its possible disappearance. He pushes it further with his view that mathematics is able to index the primary qualities of things outside their presence to thought. The problem with Kant — and already with David Hume — was that he left us with no possibility of thinking the separation of thought and world, thereby leading us inexorably into “correlationism,” the dominant philosopheme of our time.59


2 In Latour’s eyes, Kant has precisely the opposite problem: namely, he tries to purify thought and world from each other. Far from being a problem with Kant alone, Latour sees this attempted but impossible purification as the essence of modernity in all its forms. His solution, in We Have Never Been Modern, is to argue for just how difficult it is to separate nature from culture. Just consider such examples as the ozone hole, whales fitted with tracking devices, or a garbage dump that becomes an ecological preserve. Latour calls such entities “hybrids,” and they are impossible to clarify by way of the modern concepts of nature and culture. In fact, Latour is often inclined to treat every entity as a hybrid. If it is true that Kant tries to separate thought from world, then the hybrid flouts the Kantian paradigm insofar as it is always made up of both poles: nature and culture at the same time.





I regard Latour’s position to be superior due to his recognition that modern onto-taxonomy is a problem, whereas Meillassoux prefers to celebrate and even extend it. Nonetheless, Latour’s solution to the nature/culture divide — namely, asserting that both terms are everywhere united — still affirms onto-taxonomy at the very moment it could have escaped. It is also noteworthy that Meillassoux and Latour follow typical early modern and late modern approaches, respectively. In early modernity, running from Descartes through Kant, everyone was concerned with gaps in the cosmos: gaps between mind and body, God and both mind and body, or phenomena and noumena. By insisting on a separation between thought and world, one that can supposedly be bridged by mathematical reason, Meillassoux takes the side of early modernity on this question. This will come as little surprise in view of his ultimately Cartesian inclinations. But from German Idealism onward the terrain shifted, and the worry about gaps in the world came to be seen as a naïve pseudo-problem. We see this not only in Hegel’s collapse of the phenomenal/noumenal distinction into an immanent space of dialectical reason, but also in Husserl’s and Heidegger’s respective ways of claiming that we are “always already outside” in the world, and in the pragmatist notion that we should not artificially separate the two great poles of mind and world. This is the late modern position where Latour feels fully at home.


Stated differently, the fundamental problem with the modern taxonomy has been obscured by a side-debate over two possible kinds of response to it. Namely, it becomes a war over whether there are gaps in the world or whether these are merely illusions or “false problems.” Yet in a sense this is just what Louis Althusser would call “ideology,” in which a false or secondary problem serves to conceal a real one.60 For instance, Marxists like to give the example of how American liberals obsess over racism and sexism precisely in order to avoid a purportedly more radical issue in which liberals themselves are heavily implicated: the class struggle. Whatever one thinks of this particular example, it is easy to see how the general mechanism might work in which a side problem is used to distract us from a more central one. In the present case, everything comes down to an outright rejection of onto-taxonomy, which cannot be accomplished either by avoiding correlationism or embracing hybrids. The rejection of onto-taxonomy is the only exit from modern philosophy. If we avoid this taxonomy, we escape; if we retain it, we remain stranded in an increasingly exhausted modernism.61 If we continue to assume that thought and world are the two basic poles around which reality turns, it does not matter much whether we try to separate or combine them. Furthermore, if we claim that the problem is simply that the human side has been overemphasized and that we must now “meet the universe halfway,” as in the title of Karen Barad’s influential book, then we are still accepting the two terms of the modern settlement.62 For it is philosophically fruitless to encourage two things meet halfway if they are not actually the two basic pillars of the cosmos. Notice that no one is asking reptiles and dust to “meet halfway,” and the same holds for music and toothpaste.


Another important consequence of onto-taxonomy is the way it gives rise to the modern division of labor. One of the strictures implemented by Kantian philosophy is that we cannot discuss object-object interactions at all, except insofar as they are framed by the transcendental structure of human experience. That is to say, from the Kantian standpoint we are forbidden to discuss the collision of two rocks in empty space, but can only describe how this collision presents itself to us according to time, space, and the twelve categories of the understanding. The sciences alone are permitted to discuss interactions between inanimate things, while philosophy (like its kindred disciplines) is left to meditate on the human-world relation alone. Occasionally an effort is made to reduce all of reality to one side or the other: turning science into a merely social phenomenon, or — moving in the other direction — attempting to reduce all the “soft” disciplines either to neuroscience or subatomic physics. On the whole, however, there is general satisfication with the aforementioned division of labor.


Now, what is most unusual is that today’s Neo-Rationalist philosophers try to leverage two separate forces that flow from different springs; Meillassoux is probably the most interesting thinker of this sort. For in a first sense, he lays claim to the unsurpassable rigor of post-transcendental philosophy. To think a thing outside thought is itself already a thought, which leads to a performative contradiction; therefore, philosophical reflection must begin, at least, from within the closed circle of thought.63 In its most rigorous form, Husserl’s phenomenology, this vision of the non-sensical unthinkability of that which lies beyond thought leads science into a subordinate role: after all, no findings of the hard sciences can ever reach the supreme self-transparency of phenomenological reflection. But contemporary Neo-Rationalism will have none of this, since it badly wants to link itself with the unbroken cognitive success of the hard sciences. True enough, the most rigorous philosophy would be the sort that is grounded in the immediate self-evidence of its logical truths, but since a priori logical analysis is not the way that science attains its achievements, one commits to two separate principles that are fundamentally different in kind: (1) the inescapability of the circle of thought, (2) the mighty greatness of science.64 But a third principle soon appears. For these same Neo-Rationalists also wish to associate themselves with the evident urgency of revolutionary politics. But this sort of politics — like every other — can be deduced neither from the a priori conditions of the circle of thought nor from scientific discovery. Instead, it arises only from the moral postulate of human equality. As admirable as this may sound, it cannot be derived from the same sources as either logical rigor or scientific success, which means that Neo-Rationalism now stumbles awkwardly on three separate legs, each moving at its own pace. Yet the situation soon becomes even more complicated. For if a flat ontologist argues that there is no logical reason why human cognition should be radically different in kind from the animal sort, and that science points instead toward a continuity of human and animal and perhaps even vegetable minds, and that morality suggests kindness toward animals no less than toward people, the Neo-Rationalist comes up with a fourth separate principle: common sense. After all, humans are obviously different in certain ways from lizards or even dolphins, and if we open up the term “thought” to include animals, then there is no stop on the slippery slope until we end up with the ridiculous idea that cotton, fire, and dust can think as well.


In this way, we see that the apparently crushing rigor of Neo-Rationalist philosophy is fully willing to give up rigor in favor of other virtues whenever the situation requires it. It brackets everyday scientific feasibility in favor of the impeccable logic of its first principles. Yet it strays beyond the circle of thought whenever necessary to borrow some of the glory of physics, neuroscience, or evolutionary biology, none of them derivable from a priori principles of cognition. As soon as it finds this combination of rigor and success too limiting, it claims moral superiority in postulating a human equality that can by no means be justified by way of transcendental logic or scientific discovery. Finally, once logic, science, and morality suggest that animals are no less important than humans, it appeals to our commonsensical feeling of separation from the animal kingdom as a whole. It was Latour who first discovered this hypocritical dimension of every form of modernism, which consists of feigned strengths that are really just a “tiered array of weaknesses.”65 For in what did the victory of the Conquistadores consist?




They arrived separately, each in his place and each with his purity, like another plague on Egypt. The priests spoke only of the Bible, and to this and this alone they attributed the success of their mission. The administrators, with their rules and regulations, attributed their success to their country’s civilizing mission. The geographers spoke only of science and its advance. The merchants attributed all the virtues of their art to gold, to trade, and to the London Stock Exchange. The soldiers simply obeyed orders and interpreted everything they did in terms of the fatherland. The engineers attributed the efficacy of their machines to progress.66





Latour adds that “they each believed themselves to be strong because of their purity …. Even so — and they knew this well — it was only because of each other that they were able to stay on the island at all.”67 And so it is with the Neo-Rationalist philosophers, who hope we will never notice that they move the shell with the ball through four different positions: logical certitude, scientific success, moral superiority, and good old common sense.


But let’s focus here on the appeal to certitude, the chief philosophical support for onto-taxonomy. As we saw, this taxonomy splits the world into two and only two basic kinds of things: (1) human thought, and (2) everything else. Taken in isolation this claim would be absurd, given the distinctly puny import of our species amidst the vast universe as a whole. But of course, modern philosophy has been built by some prodigious minds, none of them parochial enough to grant humans half of philosophy simply because we happen to be humans; obviously, they will have a stronger case than this. That case can be found initially in Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy, in which the method of radical doubt shows that everything can be doubted other than the existence of thought itself: cogito, ergo sum.68 In other words, the central case for onto-taxonomy is not that we are humans and therefore humans must be important, but that human thought is directly present and certain in a way that nothing else is. This is why onto-taxonomy places humans alone on one side of the cosmos and all the trillions of other kinds of entities on the other: for only the first side is directly accessible, while the rest is not.


To what extent is this true? In one sense, I would have to agree that some things are immediately accessible while others can only be accessed in mediated fashion: object-oriented ontology (OOO) already affirms a similar distinction between the sensual and the real, and this overlaps with the distinction between the immediately available and that which is only given in mediated form.69 Yes indeed. But a problem arises from the further step of identifying the immediate with my thinking and the mediated with everything else. For the thought that thinks and the thought it thinks about are not one and the same, and therefore human thought has no privileged immediacy over anything else.70 Whatever I think about, including myself, is given only in mediated fashion. Note that the finitude of human thought is not directly given, but only deduced from the fact that my thought of a table outside the mind does not actually prove it exists there: even if the table really does exist, my thought of it is still finite insofar as my thought of the table is not itself the table, which means that there is a difference between the two. Moreover, while I deduce my own finitude in this way, I deduce the finitude of all other entities in precisely the same way. Stated differently, I don’t grasp human finitude simply because I happen to be human, but because I can deduce the finitude of human experience, and for the very same reason can deduce the finitude of horses, cats, trains, flowers, and atoms. The argument, to summarize, is that the same form can never exist in two different places. To move the form of a horse from the horse itself and bring it into my mind is not merely to extract it from “matter” — whatever that might be — but to transform it. The horse-form in the horse is not the horse-form in my mind.


2. Realism and Materialism


A number of analytic philosophers in the blogosphere have ridiculed the recent emergence of a realist trend in continental thought. In a way this is perfectly understandable, since realism has always been a live philosophical option in the analytic tradition, and can hardly seem like a great innovation to those working within it. Yet this sort of mockery can also be dangerous for those who employ it, since it is so often reversible. For all the Sturm und Drang over whether Saul Kripke, Ruth Barcan Marcus, or some other figure deserves to be honored for launching the “new theory of reference,” a continental could always laugh and tell them to go back to Husserl’s discussion of “nominal acts” or “fixed appellations” (cf. Kripke’s “rigid designators”) in the Logical Investigations six decades earlier.71 What made Kripke’s emergence in the early 1970s so exciting was not his non-existent discovery that names point at something beyond definite descriptions, but that he raised possibilities so foreign to the assumptions of his intellectual environment. The same holds for the longstanding continental attitude toward realism, which Husserl and Heidegger long ago dismissed as a “pseudo-problem.” Lee Braver has even plausibly claimed that anti-realism has been at the core of continental thought since its inception.72 To be sure, one can always point to Nicolai Hartmann as a bona fide realist in early twentieth-century continental philosophy, but he is the classic exception that proves the rule: until recently almost no one was working on Hartmann, and even today his influence is minimal compared with that of the more mainstream phenomenologists.


In any case, the real heyday of continental realism is upon us at this very moment. In the early 1990s in Italy, Maurizio Ferraris broke with Gianni Vattimo and his circle in the name of a robust form of realism, one that would eventually serve as a magnet for German Wunderkind Markus Gabriel as well.73 In 2002, my own book Tool-Being offered a realist interpretation of Heidegger’s philosophy, and eventually fed into the Speculative Realism movement launched a few years later in London.74 In the same year, the Mexican-born New Yorker Manuel DeLanda did the same service for Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, interpreting them as realist philosophers as well.75 DeLanda begins his book by defining realists in a straightforward way as those “who grant reality full autonomy from the human mind.”76 This is a good start, and certainly a sine qua non of any realism with a straight face, rather than the sort that simply finesses the meaning of “realism” so that it no longer poses a threat to non-realist enterprises.77 Nonetheless, to formulate realism as upholding the existence of something outside the mind concedes too much to the modern standpoint by assuming that where we stand is “the mind,” with the implication that the human mind is the only thing that really has an exterior. The problem is that raindrops also have an outside, as do sunflowers, black holes, and Moby-Dick. Rather than realism pointing “outside the mind,” where it should point is the outside of any relation at all.


The easiest way to look like a philosophical crackpot in the present day is to discuss object-object relations without passing through the official checkpoint of natural science, which was long ago granted a monopoly on this topic. To claim, by contrast, that philosophy has its own foothold in the object-object realm is apparently to retreat to some pre-contemporary version of philosophy. By “contemporary” I mean any philosophy that won’t cause one to be laughed at behind one’s back in mainstream philosophy departments, which basically means philosophy beginning with Hume and Kant.78 To suggest that philosophy go straight to object-object relations is seemingly to flirt with what Meillassoux dismissed as a philosophical “hyper-physics” in the oral version of his 2012 Berlin lecture, though this seems to have been removed from the published text.79 One symptom of this ban on discussing object-object relations is that Alfred North Whitehead, one of a handful of truly major twentieth-century philosophers, has never been fully admitted into the canon by either the analytic or continental tradition, whose hidden union is perhaps best summarized by their shared transcendental allergy to object meeting object outside surveillance by human experience.80 It is for this reason that a taste for Whitehead is usually a good sign that one also has a taste for escaping the straitjacket of modern philosophy, as we see in various remarks by Deleuze, Isabelle Stengers, and Latour.81


Another important duty when discussing realism is to distinguish it from materialism, which flourishes today in two separate but related senses of the term. Everyone is familiar with the classical materialism of atoms swerving through a void, which for many has simply been updated with subatomic particles, and with fields acting across what used to be considered empty space. It is the second type of materialism that might cause readers more puzzlement, as Levi Bryant notes when he tackles the topic for all of us: “materialism has become a terme d’art which has little to do with anything material. Materialism has come to mean simply that something is historical, socially constructed, involves cultural practices, and is contingent …. We wonder where the materialism in materialism is.”82 Part of what Bryant has in mind is Slavoj Žižek’s unusual claim that “the true formula of materialism is not that there is some noumenal reality beyond our distorting perception of it. The only consistent materialist position is that the world does not exist.”83 As laughable as this might sound to hardcore materialists of atoms and the void, there is a sense in which the two views are close cousins.84 For on the one hand, classical materialism reduces matter to its physical underpinnings, thereby belittling the possibility of any form of emergent reality not contained in the microphysical constituents of the world. And on the other, the new cultural materialisms reduce in the opposite direction, denying the existence of anything submergent beneath matter in its present cultural configuration. But this strange new sort of materialism reduces reality upward to its present manifestations or effects, thereby denying any surplus of the sort required to make things change. Aristotle already saw the problem with this when introducing his concept of “potentiality” to combat the actualism of his Megarian opponents, who claimed that no one is a house builder unless they happen to be building a house right now.85 Elsewhere I have called the downward reduction “undermining,” the upward reduction “overmining,” and their combination “duomining.”86


3. The World Without Us


Let’s begin this section with an anecdote. Some years ago, I was giving a lecture on the philosophy of art at a conference in central France.87 The organizer of the event, Tom Trevatt, asked a simple question that left me puzzled for months afterward: “What would an art without humans look like?” The motive behind his question immediately made sense. After all, the speculative realist movement in philosophy was already known for its interest in what the world is like apart from human access to it.88 As one of the original members of that movement, I was a perfectly legitimate recipient of Trevatt’s question, even though something in the phrasing of his question seemed wrong. Trevatt was not alone in seeing the relation between speculative realism and art as the need for artworks “without humans.” The artist Joanna Malinowska had ventured in that direction in her 2009–2010 New York show Time of Guerrilla Metaphysics. In a contemporaneous interview with David Coggins, Malinowska explained one amusing work in which she left a solar-powered boombox “in the middle of absolute Arctic nowhere,” heard presumably by no one and eventually sinking beneath the sea once global warming melts the ice on which it sits.89 Along with this aesthetic exemplar of an “art without humans,” there was Tristan Garcia’s claim a few years later in Form and Object that art can be art without humans.90


It was some months before I realized that Trevatt’s important question unknowingly played on an ambiguity in the phrase “without humans.” It is true that within speculative realism, Meillassoux was preoccupied with the “ancestral” or “diachronic” realm of a time before or after the human species, and that Brassier in particular remains fascinated by the eventual extinction of our race.91 Nonetheless, this is too limited and literal a sense of the phrase “without humans.” And it is simply not applicable to OOO, which is not interested in artworks in the absence of humans, but only with what is absent in artworks even when humans are standing right there. Stated differently, the point is not to get rid of humans, but to realize that artworks exceed the human grasp even when we are on the scene. In other words, we need to distinguish between humans as ingredients of a situation and humans as observers of it, and to recognize that realism is only committed to opposing the second. It was DeLanda, on the opening page of his A New Philosophy of Society, who saw this most clearly.92 After announcing that his book will pursue a realist theory of society, he notes that philosophical realism generally entails a commitment to the mind-independent reality of whatever it discusses. But given that societies cannot exist without minds, is it not impossible to conceive of society in a mind-independent sense? Obviously not. For what interests DeLanda is not societies of mindless zombies, but societies of mindful humans, with the proviso that human societies are still independent of human conceptions of them. That is to say, the realist conception of society means simply that society exceeds whatever we see or say of it, and has independent features that are not first produced by our knowledge of them. And mind-independent reality is there even when humans — far from being extinct — are staring at it directly. More than this: human comportment toward the world, even if only toward illusions, is itself a new kind of reality in its own right. There can be no question of increasing the amount of realism by getting rid of humans.


A good deal of recent thought has been occupied with the question of what the earth would be like if humans were no longer here. Alan Weisman wrote a best-seller called The World Without Us, which envisions the gradual breakdown of various human facilities after our hypothetical disappearance.93 Eugene Thacker’s Horror of Philosophy trilogy has earned a large following and even spawned a pop culture catchphrase (“In the Dust of This Planet”) by way of reflections in a similar vein.94 Rationalist circles have long taken Halloweenish delight in Thomas Metzinger’s claim that “there is no self.”95 There is also the interpretation of speculative realism given by Deborah Danowski and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro in The Ends of the World.96 Ignas Šatkauskas reports that according to these authors, “Meillassoux’s speculative materialism … lays the theoretical groundwork for a world-without-us, while offering metaphysical schemes that would be appropriate for the cognition of such reality.”97 As already mentioned, this is true for Brassier and Meillassoux’s conceptions of realism, but is certainly not the case for OOO. The latter current does not seek the in-itself in some temporal region uninhabited by humans, but joins Kant in pointing to an in-itself that exists here and now but still beyond our ability to relate to it. This cuts against the grain of Meillassoux’s view in particular. As he sees it, any in-itself that existed simultaneously with humans could simply be recuperated by the old German Idealist argument that to think a thing outside thought is to turn it into a thought, with the noumenal only a special case of the phenomenal.


This brings us to an important paradox in the history of philosophy. Kant is almost universally recognized as one of the greatest philosophers in Western history; his influence approaches that of Plato and Aristotle, the twin colossi standing at the entrance to our discipline. Even so, vanishingly few people today are willing to accept Kant’s central idea: the thing-in-itself. It is often said that the Ding an sich is a “dogmatic residue” in Kant’s position, so that the German Idealists were heroic in dispensing with it. The problem with this view is that the thing-in-itself is precisely what allows Kant to refute all dogmatism. If dogmatic metaphysics means the claim to be able to prove philosophical theses about how things really are, Kant rejects dogmatism precisely because reason can never make reality directly accessible. But among the new realists and their fellow travelers, who accepts this thing-in-itself? Certainly not Ferraris or Gabriel, who reject it on principle as a barrier to knowledge; certainly not Meillassoux, who reduces the thing-in-itself to something that merely outlasts us in time. Not Latour or Whitehead, who treat the real in relational terms and allow no excess beyond relation, even if Whiteheadians tend to contest this point vigorously.98 Not Husserl, who finds it “absurd” that anything could exist that would not — at least in principle — be the object of an intentional act. At most there is a trace of it in Heidegger, in a neglected passage near the end of his Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics: “What is the significance of the struggle initiated in German Idealism against the ‘thing-in-itself’ except a growing forgetfulness of what Kant had won …?”99 But the rest of his sentence ruins his remark: “namely … the original development and searching study of the problem of human finitude?” With these additional words, he fetters the thing-in-itself in the dungeon of onto-taxonomy, where it becomes nothing more than an unknowable trauma to human thought, as happens even in Kant’s great works.


That is to say, the usual manner of trying to get beyond Kant is along the lines of German Idealism. “Kant was a great genius, except for his naïvely traditional and self-contradictory and vaguely Platonic or Christian bit about the thing-in-itself. But he can be forgiven, since he did so many other important things, and luckily his successors cleaned up the thing-in-itself problem for him.” These admiring critics of Kant are no less taxonomical than the master himself. As we saw earlier, whether or not there is a “gap” between thought and world, the real problem is that thought and world are taken as the two basic terms in the first place. The only way to escape this assumption, the only exit from modern philosophy, is to cease conceiving of the thing-in-itself as something “unknowable to humans,” and to reconceive it as the excess in things beyond any of their relations to each other. The reason why so many are reluctant to take this step, which has been explained and promoted by OOO authors for nearly a generation, is because it so openly flouts the division of labor at the heart of modern thought. “How can philosophy say anything at all about object-object relations? This is what science already does! Philosophy should stick to the thought-world relation where it belongs.” This is why some in Brassier’s rationalist circle have mistakenly claimed that speculative realism is interested in science as opposed to the humanities, as if science had all the reality and the humanities all the illusions. Yet there is plenty of reality in the study of the Hittites, the human psyche, or Warner Brother cartoons, and since at least Popper’s time we have known that scientific statements are always just inches away from being overthrown as false. The real and the unreal cannot be taxonomically aligned with individual disciplines, since both the real and the unreal are present everywhere at all times.


Nowhere is the flaw of onto-taxonomy more visible than in the unfortunate fate of the word “formalism” in the modern period, especially in the arts. Like so much else in this period, the term is grounded in the ideas of Kant. As far as I am aware, he uses the term explicitly only in the Second Critique, where it means both that ethical actions must be walled off from their consequences, and that ethics has to do with the general form of the categorical imperative rather than more specific ethical rules.100 In short, formalism means the autonomy of ethics from all impure influences, such as the wish to go to heaven or hell, or to obtain a good reputation in the business community. Although I do not recall the word “formalism” being used in the Critique of Judgment, it is an eminently formalist work as well. The beautiful must be walled off from both the agreeable and the politically beneficent: unlike Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Kant thinks it no obstacle to the beauty of a palace that the masses suffered to enable its construction.101 It is no accident that Kant is considered the godfather of modern formalism in art, as represented by the American art critics Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried (even if both reject the “formalist” label).102 Something similar occurs in the First Critique, whose central principle is the mutual independence of things-in-themselves and appearances. But despite Kant’s pioneering advocacy of this formalist autonomy in several domains of philosophy, there is a flaw in the diamond. Namely, he is not interested in the theme of autonomy per se but only in one specific kind of autonomy: the independence of thought and world from each other. Kant’s autonomy is spoiled by his onto-taxonomy. The same holds for much of high modernist art criticism, as in Fried’s polemic against the “theatrical” blending of beholder and artwork in his 1967 “Art and Objecthood.”103 Soon enough, however, we will see that Fried took a surprising turn in the decades that followed.


The problems with Kantian formalism did not escape the notice of later thinkers, and I have argued elsewhere that each of his three Critiques eventually found a critic equal to the work.104 We have seen that Kant’s fixation on the gap between thought and world was skillfully dissected by Latour, even if we cannot accept the “all hybrids, all the time” flavor of his solution.105 The best critique of Kant’s ethics — among many such attempts — comes from his admirer Max Scheler, who upholds the autonomy of ethics from any external purpose, but who sees the unit of ethics less in the human ethical agent than in the compound formed by the agent and the objects of its loves, its ordo amoris.106 And just as with Scheler’s ethical insight, the central flaw of Kantian aesthetics could only be seen by an author so committed to its spirit as to reject it only with considerable reluctance. I speak here of Fried, whose turn from criticism to history did not initially change his sentiments. In his first historical work, on anti-theatrical painting in the age of Denis Diderot, Fried continued to uphold a crucial gap between the beholder of the painting on one side and the absorbed figures within it on the other.107 Only later, under the pressure of his subject matter, did Fried come to see that the later history of French painting was by no means anti-theatrical. He first finds an “absorptive continuum” in the paintings of Gustave Courbet, who effectively paints himself into his own canvases, thereby breaking down the wall between work and beholder (with the painter himself being just a special case of the beholder).108 But even more important is the “facingness” found in the works of Édouard Manet, that pivotal figure of modern art, in which every inch of the painting seems to confront the beholder directly rather than receding into absorptive depth.109 The forerunner of all these anti-taxonomical authors is surely Dante, perhaps the most non-Kantian figure in Western intellectual history. Rather than conceding any sort of autonomy of thought and world from each other, Dante depicts a world of amorous agents who are not only fully deployed in their loves and hates for various people and objects, but are judged for it as well. There has never been a more “theatrical” author in Fried’s sense of the term.


4. Philosophies of the Future


We have now reached a good point to speak of one of my favorite themes: “philosophies of the future.” The obvious problem with maintaining that this or that author is “the future of philosophy” is that it presumes one knows where philosophy will or ought to lead next. More often than not, unless someone has an unusually sensitive nose for where certain problems are headed — and this means a nose for how contemporary lines of thought might eventually be twisted or reversed — one’s conception of the future will simply be a projection of where they are standing now. To give an example that is not my central one, consider the case of Maurice Blanchot. During my doctoral student days in the early 1990s, the impression was often conveyed that Blanchot was a major piece of the philosophy of the future. Needless to say, almost thirty years have passed, but continental philosophy has not become noticeably more Blanchotian. He is still a perfectly respectable figure to study, if not to everyone’s taste, and it would be strange to ridicule anyone who argued for his continued importance. Nonetheless, it is now clear that the progress of Blanchot’s philosophical reputation from 1990–2020 was not what his staunchest champions would have hoped for and predicted. Paul de Man, writing much earlier than 1990, offered the following note of praise:




When we will be able to observe the [post-war] period with more detachment, the main proponents of contemporary French literature may well turn out to be figures that now seem shadowy in comparison with the celebrities of the hour. And none is more likely to achieve future prominence than the little-publicized and difficult writer, Maurice Blanchot.110





This high regard for Blanchot was not rare in the circles frequented by de Man. Indeed, the 1992 English translation of Blanchot’s The Infinite Conversation featured a back cover endorsement by Jacques Derrida that took the tendency to nearly histrionic extremes: “Blanchot waits for us to come, to be read and re-read … I would say that never as much as today have I pictured him so far ahead of us.”111 Either Blanchot is still further ahead of us than we realize, or Derrida’s assessment turned out to be exaggerated. I say this not to be cruel to Derrida in particular, but because it exhibits a more general point: the human tendency to project the future as simply a more futuristic or “far-out” version of the present. Derrida and his intellectual kin ruled early 1990s continental philosophy in almost crushing fashion, in a way that is difficult for young people today to imagine. In such an environment, who would have seemed a better heir apparent for a few decades down the line than Blanchot? For in some ways he is simply a darker, eerier version of Derrida, more turbulent and paradoxical but never casting dangerous light on anything missing from Derrida himself. While the latter’s expressed admiration for Blanchot was no doubt sincere, it is hard to imagine he found him the least bit threatening.


There is a particular nation, whose name I omit out of fondness for the place, that has often been called “the country of the future.” In response to this, cynical observers sometimes remark that “country X is the country of the future, and always will be.” Is there not a sense in which Blanchot is the future of continental philosophy, and always will be? I could still be proven wrong, but Blanchot has now “waited for us to come” for nearly thirty years, and it begins to seem as if our failure to come may not be entirely our own fault. A pair of related remarks from important authors come to mind. The first comes from Whitehead’s under-read dialogues with Lucien Price, and dates to the immediate aftermath of World War II:




Price: “Do you see any bulwark against [nuclear war]?”


Whitehead: “Only the appearance of half a dozen eminent men.”


Price: “Can you descry half a dozen such on the horizon?”


Whitehead: “They don’t appear on the horizon; they appear in our midst and cannot at once be identified.”112





The other relevant passage, which I am currently unable to locate, comes from Marcel Proust in his great multi-volume novel. Somewhere in those thousands of pages, Proust remarks that we tend to imagine the future as some sort of intricate variant of the present, failing to realize that the future springs from hidden factors in the present that are not currently manifest.


In any case, Blanchot is the philosopher of the future, and always will be. But my concern is not so much with Blanchot, whose futuristic rose has faded since my youth. Instead, I wish to propose a related maxim that might well annoy some readers: Schelling and Merleau-Ponty are the philosophers of the future, and always will be.113 It is widely recognized that F.W.J. Schelling and Maurice Merleau-Ponty are two of the most colorful thinkers in the whole modern period.114 Both have an aura of being on the scent of something possible and paradoxical but not yet actualized. There is still an air of the twenty-second century about them; we would not be surprised to hear science fiction characters discussing their work. Schelling always smells like the faint promise of an overturning of the largely Hegelian history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and the consequent emergence of a parallel intellectual universe. How many attempted “Schelling Renaissances” have there already been, and how many more are still to come? Merleau-Ponty’s various forays into the body and “the flesh” seem to promise an impending explosion of everyone else’s lingering mind/ matter deadlock. The more that even analytic philosophers of mind seem to become interested in him, the more this seems to verify that Merleau-Ponty is on the track of whatever has somehow always eluded us until now. The problem is that both Schelling and Merleau-Ponty are modern onto-taxonomists to the core. For as bizarre as the pages of Schelling sometimes become, it is always a question of “nature” and “spirit,” the same basic twofold we find as early as Descartes. And as outré as Merleau-Ponty sounds in certain pages of his unfinished work The Visible and the Invisible, with his ostensibly scandalous notion that the world looks at me just as I look at it, this is really just Descartes’s two terms observing each other reciprocally without anything else being added to the mix. Even “the body,” Merleau-Ponty’s theoretical bread and butter, is little more than a version of “meeting the universe halfway” in Barad’s sense. DeLanda said it best when he called the body “a kind of token material object, invited to [non-realist] ontology just to include one member of a minority.”115 Restated in Whiteheadian terms, the problem is that Schelling and Merleau-Ponty are too much “on the horizon” and not enough “in our midst”; they cannot possibly be the future, because they accept too firmly the restrictions of past and present. They are projections of how we once thought the future should look, like pre-color films of 1980s Manhattan with hovercraft roaming the streets and lasers striking down villains.


Every moment has its “philosophers of the future,” and for clarity’s sake I will risk listing a few more names. François Laruelle has a large following among the young, but — with the proviso that I could always be wrong — I have yet to find a significant breakthrough in his position. And while I do find Gilbert Simondon more useful, his “futuristic” quality strikes me mostly as a tantalizing mirage for Deleuzeans who feel that their hourglass ran out too quickly.116 Tell me your “philosopher of the future” and I will tell you who you are. More likely than not, your future philosopher is a phantasmatic image of the place where you already stand — as when hopeful fathers imagine their infant sons following in their professional footsteps someday, but with more success. Heidegger had some sense of this problem, as we find in one of his passages on ambiguity in Being and Time:




Everyone is acquainted with what is up for discussion and what occurs, and everyone discusses it; but everyone also knows already how to talk about what has to happen first — about what is not yet up for discussion but “really” must be done. Already everyone has surmised and scented out in advance what Others have also surmised and scented out. This Being-on-the scent is of course based upon hearsay, for if anyone is genuinely “on the scent” of anything, he does not speak about it …117





Any philosophical future that merely involves some new permutation on the onto-taxonomy of thought and world — however radically it claims to have ended “Cartesian dualism” — is not much of a future, but merely an extension of the present. We need to stop looking toward the horizon, and reflect instead on the major prejudice in our midst.


5. Concluding Remarks


Why is there is only one possible exit from modern philosophy? Because modern philosophy lives and breathes from a single basic principle: the notion that thought and world are the two poles of the universe, the first of them immediate and radically certain, the latter less certain but impressively masterable by science. But in this way, the rift between immediacy and mediation — which I do accept — is wrongly identified with two specific kinds of beings. What is immediately knowable are entities in their sensual realities, as related not just to thought but to anything else. What is not immediately knowable, but only detectable by indirect means, is the surplus in any reality that is not exhausted by its relations with anything else. This surplus is not something that merely lurks beneath the human symbolic order, as in Lacan’s narrowly traumatic sense of “the Real,” but is always a form that can never be fully translated into any set of relations, whether animate or inanimate.118 Moreover, we can deduce this for rocks and raindrops just as easily as we do for human thought.


It follows that non-modern (not “pre-”modern) philosophy should be non-relational in its outlook. This means it should be non-literal in its outlook, since to reduce anything to its pieces (undermining) and to reduce anything to its effects (overmining) are equally defective maneuvers. Literal language succeeds by ascribing properties to entities that they truly have. But since entities are more than bundles of qualities, they are never literalizable. This is why philosophy is philosophia, not sophia. To argue that philosophy should be non-relational does not mean that relations do not occur. If every entity is a compound (not necessarily a hybrid of human and non-human, as Latour claims) then every entity is formed from relations between components, without being nothing more than these relations. And if every entity can affect other entities, it does not follow that entities are nothing more than the sum of these effects.


Among other things, this is why arguments since the 1960s over formalism in the arts often seem to go nowhere. The problem is wrongly framed in terms of either “everything relates to everything” or “everything relates to nothing.” The point, instead, is that most possible relations do not in fact occur, so that even the most “site-specific” work of art or architecture makes contact with only a limited number of aspects of its site. The work with its small circle of relations actively fends off any probings from the outside, so that further relations require genuine labor. The reason why things are inherently non-relational, even when they relate, is that no form can be moved from one place to another without change. A philosophy like Meillassoux’s, which holds that we gain access to entities through mathematical formalization, ultimately relies on an ill-defined “matter” that supports the same forms extracted and moved without alteration into the mind. Against this notion, OOO holds with Latour that there is no transport without transformation.119 A form does not move — whether from the thing to the mind or in any other manner — without undergoing some sort of translation. In this age of resurgent materialism, we need less materialism and more formalism.









CHAPTER 5


OBJECT-ORIENTED PHILOSOPHY VS. RADICAL EMPIRICISM (FROM BELLS AND WHISTLES)120


In 2010 I had struck up a friendship with the Warsaw-based editors of the journal Kronos, Marcin Rychter in particular. Kronos has translated numerous philosophical essays into Polish for the first time, including quite a number of Speculative Realist writings. Rychter commissioned this piece especially for Kronos, with the understanding that it would be published in English at a later date. He specifically requested an essay on William James’s most metaphysical work, Essays in Radical Empiricism. While on vacation in Malta in early November 2011, I reread that book and wrote the following article. Although several readers have kindly compared my writing style with that of James, and despite my deep admiration for the witty and eloquent American thinker, there turns out to be considerable incompatibility in metaphysical principles between Radical Empiricism and OOO, as this essay explains. In conclusion, I propose an object-oriented method to counter the overly celebrated pragmatic one: unless an object has reality over and above its consequences for thought, then it is not a real object.


William James (1842–1910) is well established as one of the leading philosophers to emerge from the United States, often accompanied on such lists by Charles Sanders Peirce, John Dewey, and Willard Van Orman Quine. As a writer, James is clearly superior to these others and is perhaps rivaled in this respect only by George Santayana. It hardly needs to be mentioned that literary talent ran deep in the James family: William’s father, Henry Sr., was a prominent theological writer, younger brother Henry Jr. is one the nation’s most celebrated novelists, and younger sister Alice has gained increased attention as a diarist. Though born into wealth and privilege, William James struggled with nervous disorders and procrastinating tendencies. His personality began to stabilize following marriage at the age of thirty-six, yet he was still unable to produce his first book (the landmark Principles of Psychology) until he was nearly fifty years old, in an era when fifty verged on old age.121 Perhaps the chief intellectual merit of James was his complete lack of provincialism. Born in a period when intellectual life was dominated by Europe, the New York native James was unnaturally alert to the ideas of such continental European figures as Bergson, Fechner, and Lotze. But far from being merely receptive, James gave Europe much in return: his innovative psychological theories had an impact on such giants as Bergson, Freud, and Husserl. James’s strictly philosophical impact on Europe was less pronounced, but has increased in recent years, with Bruno Latour and the younger Deleuzians frequently expressing their admiration for James.122 While Pragmatism is the most widely read of James’s philosophy books, his most significant metaphysical work is surely Essays in Radical Empiricism, which only appeared posthumously in 1912 despite having been assembled by James himself five years earlier.123 At the request of the editors of Kronos, I have written this essay to summarize my views on James’s radical empiricism and contrast his metaphysical views with my own.


1. The Object-Oriented Position


Many different roads can lead to the same city. But since I reached the object-oriented standpoint by way of phenomenology, it seems best to retrace that road here. The following summary will be brief, partly because I have told the story many times before, and partly because our real interest in this article is William James.


The charismatic ex-priest Franz Brentano opened a new chapter in philosophy in 1874 with his revival of the medieval term “intentionality.” Unlike physical reality, all mental reality is aimed at some object: to see is to see something; to judge is to judge some object; to love is to love someone or something. But the things at which mental life aims, according to Brentano, are not real objects outside the mind. Instead, intentionality refers to “immanent objectivity,” or objects that exist only inside the mind. Clearly I can love centaurs and hate unicorns, make damning judgments about square circles, and hallucinate golden mountains, even though none of these objects exist outside my act of intending them. As for the status of real objects in the real world, Brentano initially left this issue unclarified. It was his great Polish student, Kasimir Twardowski, who insisted that the problem be addressed by distinguishing between an object lying outside the mind and a content inside the mind. This was done in Twardowski’s brilliant 1894 habilitation thesis, On the Content and Object of Presentations.124


As I see it, Twardowski’s argument was the most immediate impetus for Husserl’s development of phenomenology. From scattered references in publications and letters, we can see that Husserl reacted with a mixture of fascination, rejection, and competitiveness in response to the arguments of Twardowski, who was seven years younger but in some ways philosophically riper. Ultimately, Husserl’s response was to reject the notion of a separate reality outside the mind. The candle I see and the real candle burning in the room are one and the same thing, not two. The mind is capable of direct contact with reality, and there is no reality unobservable in principle by the mind. Eventually this pushed Husserl towards his later full-blown idealism, in which the world contains no dark residue unexhausted by the mind.


While I find Husserl’s idealist turn lamentable, it did yield excellent fruits. Precisely because Husserl became so limited to a sphere of phenomenal appearance, he devoted himself all the more to uncovering more relief and drama than had ever been found within the mental sphere. The empiricist view of mental content had always treated it as made up of discrete qualities packed together in bundles; an object of the senses was nothing more than all of its content combined. Husserl’s ingenuity on this point consisted in not simply rejecting Twardowski’s distinction between an object outside the mind and a content inside it, but in collapsing both terms into the immanent sphere of the mind. No longer was mental life a matter of definite content alone; instead, it was a duel between object and content within the mind. This point is so important that it actually forms the backbone of phenomenology. The experienced world is made up of numerous objects at any given moment — apples, sailboats, animals, castles, icebergs, and moons. Each of these objects is seen very concretely in each moment, from a definite angle and distance and under certain specific lighting conditions. All the details of my experience of these objects belongs to the content of my experience. Yet there is more to any experience than its explicit content. I can take an apple and turn it in my hands, take a bite from it, and then throw it off into the distance. As I do each of these things the “content” of my experience changes, yet it always remains the same object in my experience; never do I think the apple is a different apple just because it shows new facets and features from one moment to the next. An intentional object is not a bundle of qualities, as the British Empiricists and even Brentano still held. Instead, the truth is the reverse: the qualities we experience are always qualities of the object. Phenomenological analysis does nothing more than sift through the various changing adumbrations of intentional objects in an attempt to reach the qualities that cannot be removed from the object, under penalty of its no longer being the same object. Twardowski’s duel between object and content survives at the heart of Husserl’s system, but is now completely imploded into the immanent zone of intentional consciousness. By refusing to identify an object of experience with its bundle of qualities here and now, Husserl takes a fresh step in the history of philosophy, one that as far as I know was never approached by any earlier thinker. Those who continue to hammer Husserl for his idealism overlook the additional fact that Husserlian idealism is nonetheless object-oriented to the core.


One of the motives for Husserl’s idealism was the need to preserve a space for philosophy where the advancing natural sciences could not intrude. In order to prevent philosophy from decaying into a branch of experimental psychology, it was important for Husserl to bracket off the naturalistic conception of the world and treat the mental sphere as fundamental. All scientific theory must be grounded in what lies present before the mind, the ultimate yardstick of reality. This was the point where young Martin Heidegger intervened, rebelling against Husserl just as Husserl rebelled against Brentano and Twardowski. Heidegger noted that for the most part we do not deal with objects as directly present to us. Quite the contrary: in our dealings with hammers, buses, chairs, floors, bodily organs, oxygen, grammar, and everything else, we usually do not notice these objects at all unless they malfunction or go missing. Usually, objects are hidden. They “withdraw” (sich entziehen), to use Heidegger’s term. Whereas objects in consciousness are present-at-hand, the status of most objects at most times is to be ready-to-hand, withdrawn into the shadows of the world.


And here we encounter a point that is crucial for object-oriented philosophy. Husserl’s objects never “hide.” The blackbirds and sailboats of Husserl’s world are not absent from view, but are always immediately there as soon as I acknowledge them. It is true that these objects are always seen only in a certain partial profile at any given moment, but these profiles do not conceal the bus or sailboat as a whole — instead, these profiles are “bonus information” encrusted onto the surface of objects already grasped as the target of our intentional acts. By contrast, Heidegger is interested in the real bus or sailboat, deeper than any perception of them. These real objects are the ones that withdraw. The bus as an intentional object can be observed but cannot take me anywhere; the bus as a real object can take me anywhere I please, if only it is properly fuelled.


The usual reading of Heidegger is that he teaches that all explicit theory is grounded in implicit background practices. Before I can develop a geological theory, I must have a pre-theoretical experience of mountains and earthquakes. But this is a misreading, even if one that Heidegger sometimes falls into himself. It is true that all of our best geological theories do not exhaust the dark background of mountains, crevices, fault-blocks, canyons, and sedimentary layers that they attempt to describe. Yet it is equally true that our practical dealings with these things do not exhaust them to their depths, meaning that praxis is ultimately no deeper than theory. We must also push our reading one step further and see that objects fail to exhaust each other as well, despite their probable lack of consciousness. A glacier that grinds through rock and soil does not make contact with all of the features of these entities any more than our geological theories or practical use of the soil are able to do. In this way, real objects turn out to be radically non-relational. Admittedly, Heidegger seems to say just the opposite. He tries to convince us that whereas the objects of the mental sphere seem to be discrete individuals cut off from one another, the real objects of the pre-conscious landscape are entirely defined by their mutual interrelations. But if this were true then objects could never break, nor could they surprise us in any way at all. Objects would be entirely defined by their relations with all other objects hic et nunc, and there would be no reason for anything ever to change from its current state. There must be some residue or surplus held in reserve behind any current state of the world, in order for the world to be able to sway and shift, or to change its state in any manner. But if objects are radically non-relational, we also need to know how they are able to relate at all, a question already posed by the occasionalist philosophers of medieval and modern times.


The basic model of object-oriented philosophy is thus seen to be as follows. The world is crossed by two dualisms. First there is the difference between the real and the intentional (or the “sensual,” as I prefer to call it), and second there is the difference between objects and qualities. Husserl shows us that the sensual realm is torn apart between objects and their constantly shifting contents, while it is Leibniz rather than Heidegger who notes that real objects must all have distinct qualities or they would all be interchangeable, as clearly they are not. (At times Heidegger tends to treat the world itself as a single initial lump that is broken into pieces only derivatively.) But these ideas are familiar to anyone who has read my books, and those books can easily be read by anyone not yet familiar with the ideas.125 Our real interest here is the radical empiricism of William James, which in many respects could hardly seem more different from object-oriented philosophy.


2. Radical Empiricism


Object-oriented philosophy is based on two overlapping dualisms: object vs. quality and real vs. sensual. William James shows no awareness of the first of these dualisms, and flatly rejects the second. In a theory reminiscent of Bergson’s global doctrine of “images” in the slightly earlier Matter and Memory, James proposes a model in which all thoughts and things occupy a single plane of reality.126


The first chapter of Essays in Radical Empiricism is entitled “Does Consciousness Exist?” James wastes no time in giving us his answer. On the second page of the book, he frankly declares that consciousness “is the name of a nonentity, and has no right to a place among first principles.”127 [2] And further: “for twenty years past I have mistrusted ‘consciousness’ as an entity; for seven or eight years past I have suggested its non-existence to my students …. It seems to me that the hour is ripe for it to be openly and universally discarded.” [3] What James wishes to discard is not just the reification of thinking substance. Instead, he attacks the very dualism between thoughts and things, which is precisely what object-oriented philosophy endorses in its distinction between sensual and real. “There is, I mean, no aboriginal stuff or quality of being, contrasted with that of which material objects are made, out of which our thoughts of them are made ….” [3] Instead, thought must be viewed “functionally,” in terms of its capacity for knowing. Instead of the dualism between real and sensual, James suggests the apparently more radical thesis that “there is only one primal stuff or material in the world, a stuff of which everything is composed, and if we call that stuff ‘pure experience,’ then knowing can easily be explained as a particular sort of relation towards one another into which portions of pure experience may enter.” [4] The knower and the known are both parts of “pure experience,” and enter into a certain relation that establishes their separate roles. In this way, philosophy can oppose the “neo-Kantism” [5] that views the world as inherently dualistic.


James credits Locke and Berkeley with introducing the term “idea” to mean both thing and thought, [10] just as Alfred North Whitehead would do again two decades later. James’s “experience” can be viewed “as subjective and objective both at once.” [10] Although James initially seems to be far less of an idealist than Husserl, he sounds much like Husserl opposing Twardowski when he says of physical things that “it is just those self-same things which his mind, as we say, perceives ….” [11] The whole philosophy of perception since ancient Greece seems to amount to “the paradox that what is evidently one reality should be in two places at once, both in outer space and in a person’s mind.” [11] And here James makes a concession, admitting that philosophies which distinguish between thought and thing seem to be more logically consistent in addressing this paradox. Nonetheless, he shuns this easy consistency for the reason that such theories “violate the reader’s sense of life, which knows no intervening mental image but seems to see the room and the book immediately just as they physically exist.” [12] Just as a single point can belong to two distinct lines if it is their point of intersection, so too a room can belong to a house but also to my own biography. [12] Much like Bergson, James is deeply committed to the intuition that we have a direct and immediate contact with reality rather than a mediated representational one. We will soon see how steep a price he is willing to pay for this view.
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