
INTRODUCTION 





A spectre is haunting Continental phi losophy-the spectre 
of Object-Oriented Ontology (000). Al l  the discip l ines 
and groupings that have traditional ly a l l ied themselves with 
Cont inental theory in  the anglophone world are poised to 
greet its manifestation: aesthetic theory and artistic practice, 
political ph i losophy and heterodox geography, Francophi le 
post-post-structural ists and Germanist neoromantics. Who 
among them has not heard the siren song of OOO's l itanies 
of inhuman objects (menageries of stock markets and stock 
cubes, quarks and clerks, etc . )?  Who among them has not 
begun to shrug off the oppressive, anthropocentric legacy of 
post-Kantian phi losophy, bravely rai l ing against the tyrannical 
correlationists of the Continental academy, the dreary techni
cians of the analytic mainstream,  and even the scientistic fury 
of its neo-Kantian heirs? 

Excuse the bombast, but there is a certain grandeur to the 
pronouncements regarding the emergence of 000 as a phi lo
sophical movement that invites parody. Nevertheless I have 
every intention of taking these pronouncements as seriously as 
possible-perhaps even more seriously than they are intended . 
Graham Harman, the erstwhile leader of this most vocal faction 
of what was once, fleeting ly, called Speculative Real ism (SR) ,  

has often expressed a preference for what he cal ls hyperbolic 

readings of phi losophies.9 The idea here is to imagine the 
relevant phi losophy in a position of n igh-unassai lable strength ,  
s o  a s  t o  reflect upon what would b e  missing from a world i n  
which i t  had become dominant .  To imagine a given phi losophical 
tendency actual ly winning the discursive battles in  which it is 

9. ' Delanda's Ontology: Assemblage and Realism'. in Continental Philosophy 

Review '11 :3 (2008) , 367-83; Prince of Networks: Bruno Latour and Meta

physics (Melbourne: re. Press. 2009) , 121-2; Quentin Meillassoux: Philosophy 

in the Making ( Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011 ) .  152-8. 
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� engaged is to treat it with the utmost seriousness-to treat 
it as a genuine contender for truth, whose claims to truth are 

6 sincere enough to be taken at face value. This is the kind of 
f-

� respect with which any serious phi losophical position should 
8 be treated , especial ly nascent phi losophical movements that 
°' 

� claim to have wide-ranging impl ications and appl ications a l ike. 
The aim of this book is to take 000 seriously, and to treat it 
with at least this level of respect . 

However, the hyperbol ic method is surprisingly difficult to 
apply to 000 itself. g iven both the diversity and tentativeness 
of the commitments of its principal practitioners (canonical ly :  
Graham Harman.  Levi Bryant. Ian Bogost . and Tim Morton) . 
There is most defin itely a common rhetoric binding these 
figures together: an insistence upon ontological egalitarianism, 
a rehabi l itation of the concept of substance, and a pervasive 
metaphorics of withdrawal .  But a deeper examination of each 
of these themes raises serious questions regarding the content 
of the shared commitments they stand for. There are disagree
ments regarding just how egalitarian we must be (e.g . ,  what 
it is to say that everything is an object) ,  just what it means 

to return to a metaphysics of substance (e.g . ,  whether it is 
permissible to conceive it in processua/ terms) .  and precisely 
what it is to say that objects are withdrawn, and how that 
l imits what we can know about them. These ideas obviously 
address a certain number of common problems. but it is not 
clear that they represent genera of common solutions that 
could be neatly broken up into variant species. I t  is qu ite pos
sible that this problem wi l l  be a l leviated by time, but for now. 
at least, we must pursue another strategy.10 

10. Some may think that this is a hasty conclusion. I would direct them to my 

more informal (but nonetheless extensive) attempts to engage with and un

derstand the differences between Harman's and Bryant's variants of 000, in 

the commentary section of my blog <http://deontologistics.wordpress.com>. 



The aim of this book is to lay the groundwork for a proper 5 

engagement with 000 by focusing on the phi losophical sys-
tern of its progenitor: Graham Harman's own Object-Oriented 
Phi losophy (OOP) .  As the oldest and most wel l -defined vari
ant of 000, this provides us with the best starting point for 
any wider engagement with the movement. However, to 
treat OOP with proper respect means to deal with it in its 
specificity-that is, outside the context of the overarching 
rhetoric that binds together the different strands of 000. 
This is particularly important insofar as, whi le it is sometimes 
clear what the proponents of 000 think, it is often far less 
clear why they think it , which only exacerbates the problem 
of the divergences between them . 

The first step of my approach (chapter 1) wi l l  thus be to 
present as complete and concise a summary of the 'what' of 
OOP as I can, breaking down the metaphysical system into 
three distinct aspects: withdrawal (1 .1 ) ,  the fourfold ( 1 .2) , and 
vicarious causation (1 .3) . The second step (chapter 2) wi l l  
then be to present as charitable an interpretation of the 'why' 
of OOP as I can ,  teasing out and reconstructing the possible 
arguments for each of these three aspects in as much detai l  
as is feasible. before assessing them on the i r  merits. The third 
step (chapter 3) wi l l  be to make a number of overarching criti
cisms of the project of OOP on the basis of this assessment, 
p inpointing several key problems that run throughout it . The 
final step (chapter LJ) will then be to present the hyperbol ic 
projection of OOP init ial ly promised , and to draw some conclu
sions about precisely what OOP (and perhaps 000) has to 
offer on these grounds. 

Like the other variants of so-cal led 'Specu lative Real 
i sm '  ( those of  l a i n  Hami lton G rant ,  Ray  Brassier, and 
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6 Quentin Mei l lassoux) ,  OOP cla ims to offer a response to 
the correlat ionism that has dominated ph i losophy since 

15 Kant. 1 1  Although he is wi l l ing to admit that h is ph i losophy 
t; amounts to a rad ical isation of a certain kind of correlationism ::> 

8 (the weak form) .  in simi lar fashion to Mei l lassoux's phi losophy 
n: 

� ( in  relation to the strong form) , Harman nevertheless presents 
his work as both a trenchant critique of. and an important 
step beyond. the menace of correlationism in contemporary 
phi losophy. I do not intend to dispute the idea that there is 
such a correlationist menace (though I do take it to be more 
compl icated than it is sometimes thought to be) ; but I do take 
issue with Harman's presentation of his own relationship to it . 
I n  fact. I shal l  argue that, properly understood , Harman's work 
should be seen not as a critique of correlationism, but as a 
consol idation of its central tenets. Harman essential ly attempts 
to overcome the inconsistencies inherent within correlation
ism by sacrificing one of its core features-the prohibition 
on metaphysics-in order to construct a metaphysical prop 
whose purpose is nothing less than to bolster the rest of the 
calamitous edifice. He revives and transforms Kant's noumenal 
realm in order to preserve the most disastrous prejudices of 
the correlationist tradition he claims to break with . Far from 
being a truly 'weird '  real ism, OOP is no more than the eccentric 
uncle of the correlationist fami ly. The metaphysical spoils it 
claims to have l iberated from the Kantian stronghold are so 

11. For the canonical text on Speculative Realism see R. Mackay (ed . ) .  Col

lapse vol . 3 (Falmouth: Urbanomic. 2007) ;  for a definition of Correlationism see 

Q. Meil lassoux. After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of Contingency. tr. 

R .  Brassier (New York and London: Continuum. 2008); for Harman's discus

sion of his relationship to correlationism see his Philosophy in the Making; for 

my own detailed discussion of these see chapter 3.3 subsection IV. chapter 3.4 

subsection I. chapter 3.5 subsection I l l .  and chapter 4.1 .  



much ashes and rust. After a l l  is said and done, it returns to 
us naked . claiming to be wreathed in the finest vestments. 
The only proper gesture of respect , in such circumstances. is 
to point out its immodesty.12 

12. As this indicates. this book is indeed a polemic of sorts. I wi l l  not preempt -

this polemic by endeavouring to outline its scope in advance. but I wi l l  attempt 

to preempt the objection that I violate my own principle of respect simply by 

adopting a polemical tone. Harman's own words on this topic are eminently 

suited for this purpose: ' Polemical writing in phi losophy no longer enjoys its 

previous level of acceptance, and is now often dismissed as the product of 

incivi lity, aggression, even jealousy. Against this attitude. we should appreci

ate the clarifying tendencies of polemic-always the favoured genre of au

thors frustrated by the continued clouding of an important decision, whether 

through fashionable cliche or dubious conceptual maneuvers'. (Guerrilla Meta

physics [ La Salle, IL: Open Court. 2005] .  1 1 ) .  
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Before performing exploratory surgery on the beating heart 11 

of OOP. it is first necessary to present the customary compl i-
ments regarding the overal l  shape and style of its vascular 
architecture. Whatever else may be said about Harman's 
presentation of OOP. it is certain ly compel l ing.  On the one 
hand. it attempts to reveal the inherent oddness of the world 
in which we l ive. depicting a real ity in  which everything is 
rad ical ly individual .  cut off from everything else in almost every 
respect . connected only by fleeting g l immers of phenomenal 
appearance. On the other. it attempts to humble humanity 
by seeing humans as just one more disparate association of 
objects within the universal d iaspora , and the intentional terms 
through which they relate to one another as merely an expres
sion of a more fundamental sensual connectivity in which 
everything may partake. Such wi l l ingness to countenance 
counterintuitive metaphysical conclusions and to embrace 
ontological humi l ity is to be applauded . 

Moving on, the central axis around which Harman's meta
physical system turns is the d istinction between the real  and 
the sensual. He is fond of describing this by appeal ing to a 
volcanic metaphor: the real ity of things consists in their 'molten 
cores', the l iqu id specificities of which withdraw behind a 
'sensual crust' of visible features. On this view, the substantial 
magma at the heart of every entity is forever trapped beneath 
a rocky outer surface whose sti l lness is only occasional ly inter
rupted by the tectonic forces it unleashes. However, these 
occasional eruptions a lways catch us unawares. We never 
g l impse the molten essence as it leaks through the fault l ines 
in its phenomenal facade, but only catch it as it cools, a lready 
crystal l is ing into new sensual continents. The lava itself is 
nowhere to be found . To twist this metaphorical register for 
the purposes of summary: Harman's is a world of disconnected 
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volcanic island nations floating in a cool sensual sea-a world 
in which you can travel as much as you l ike, but you ' l l  a lways 
be a tourist. No matter how hard you try, you ' l l  never see the 
real island. only beaches ful l of foreign hol idaymakers and 
chintzy gift shops. You might get the occasional taste of it-a 
whiff of the exotic food the real islanders eat as you pass by, 
or a stolen g l impse of the real l ives of the inhabitants over a 
whitewashed wal l-but that's a l l  you ' l l  ever get. 

In order to provide an adequate exposition of Harman's 
noumenal cosmology, I shal l  divide my discussion of the spl it 
between the rea l  and the sensual into three parts. I wi l l  first 
tackle the relation between the rea l  and the sensual under the 
heading of withdrawa l ,  which is the most famous aspect of 
Harman's position. I wil l then show how this is compl icated by 
the introduction of a second axis-the distinction between 
objects and qualit ies-under the heading of the fourfold ,  

which is the name of the structure Harman derives from their 
intersection. Final ly, I wi l l  address the most prominent meta
physical problem that emerges from Harman's system.  and his 
solution to it, which goes by the name of vicarious causation. 



1. W I T H D RAWAL 

It is a l l  too easy to say that Harman's world is divided into two: 
a celestial plane of intentional facades masking a hel l ish realm 
of  machinic forces. an open space of  sensual contact conceal
ing the endlessly churning real ity that makes it possible. The 
truth is that these two sides of his cosmos are folded into one 
another at every opportunity: there is no straight line from 
one sensual point to another that does not pass through a 
real one. and vice versa . What we have here is a pluriverse of 
infernal engines that present themselves to one another only 
so as to hide their internal mach inations. Like the many hel ls 
of Buddhist lore. each of these engines is a realm unto itself, 
composed of further layers of tortuous machinery; each part 
of which is avai lable to its fel lows only in outl ine. containing 
its own inexplicable depths. conceal ing further strange and 
su lphurous landscapes, ever more intricate and mal ic ious 
economies of action yet to be explored. This is the world of 
real objects. It is a world to which we ourselves belong, along 
with everything that has any real effect upon us-or indeed , 
upon anything at a l l .  This is the site of everything that real ly 
happens in  the world.  

It is important to distinguish between two kinds of hap
pening, though :  execution and causation.  For Harman. a real 
object just is its execution. which is to say its being-whatever

it-is. or rather. doing-whatever-it-does. This is to say that each 
real object is defined by some inscrutable end for which it is the 
corresponding act . The relation between every real thing taken 
as a whole and the parts that compose it is to be understood 
in terms of functional relations. l ike the relation between a 
machine and its components. The real object consists in the 

13 
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unitary action of its parts deployed towards the given end : it is 

its execution insofar as it is a function in action. There is more 
that could be said about this, but for now it is important to 
recognise that although this action is certain ly a happening of 
sorts, it is the occurrence of sameness. or simple persistence. 

The various machinic arrangements of parts and wholes that 
compose the real are essent ia l ly synchronic. For Harman,  
causation is the occurrence of difference, or change, and 
it emerges from diachronic relations of interaction between 
real objects. The paradox with which he closes his first book, 
Tool-Being,13 is that his characterisation of such objects as 
persisting unities seems to preclude the possibi l ity that they 
could effect change in one another-implying an essential ly 
static cosmic order, in opposition to the seeming reality of 
change that constantly assai ls our senses. 

The reason for this is that the reality of persistence qua 

execution impl ies that real objects withdraw from one another, 
unable to affect one another at a l l .  This withdrawal has two 
facets: the excess of everything over its presentations, and 
the i ndependence of everything from everyth ing else. Excess 
fol lows from the inscrutabi l ity of the end governing each 
object. which occludes the object's internal economy of action 
(execution) and thereby the external capacities for action 
(causation) that emerge from it. Execution is a pure act of per
sistence underlying every actual interaction, and a pure actual
ity underlying every possible interaction. This means that it 
transcends both interaction and possibi l ity. We can never know 

the sheer execution of the thing that l ies behind every possible 
encounter. I nsofar as ontological humi l ity demands that we 
treat the way we grasp the capabil ities of objects-through 

13. LaSalle. IL :  Open Court, 2002, §25-6. 



either theoretical or practical engagement with them-as 15 

just one more instance of an encounter between any two 
real objects, we must conclude that our inabi l ity to grasp an 
object 's veiled execution through any particular possible inter
action is a deeper fact about the metaphysics of encounters. 
This is the fact that the world also contains sensual objects. 

Our own experience of the world is phenomenologically con
stituted by intentional relations directed at unitary objects, 

and this impl ies that objects' experience of one another is 
metaphysically constituted by something simi lar. I f  objects 
encounter one another as un ities, and yet fai l  to encounter 
one another directly, then encounters must be mediated by 
unitary intentional facades or caricatures entirely distinct from 
the executant realit ies that project them. I ndependence fol lows 
from this, insofar as every real object is protected from every 
other by an honour guard of distinct sensual objects, forever 
precluding access to it. at least by default .  

Final ly, it must be emphasised that withdrawal does not 
merely occur between isolated rea l  objects, l i ke a non-aggres
sion pact between the many hel ls; it also occurs within them, 
in the form of mereological isolat ion.  I t is easy to see how 
this involves the mutual withdrawal of the parts of an object 
from one another, insofar as they are real objects in their own 
right; but it also consists in the withdrawal of parts from the 
wholes they compose, and wholes from the parts they contain. 

Of course. the whole is dependent upon its parts, insofar as it 
cannot subsist without them, but at the same time it is inde
pendent of them, in  two senses: (a) it is entirely possible for 
its parts to be replaced without significantly altering its internal 
economy; and (b) this economy produces capacities which 
exceed the capacities of the parts taken in isolation. Simi larly, 
although the parts may be reciprocal ly dependent upon one 
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another to some extent ( insofar as they requ ire certain  condi
tions in  which to function) . they are equal ly independent of 
their context in two senses: (a) it is entirely possible for them 
to be transplanted into a different whole without d issolving 
their own d istinct unity; and ( b) new contexts may reveal hith
erto unexpressed capacities that were previously suppressed . 
A real object considered as a whole is a specific arrangement of 
parts that both transcends and fai ls to exhaust their specificity. 
Despite the fact that the real object consists in transcending 
this excess of specificity, it nevertheless plays an additional 
role, insofar as the whole draws upon it in  generating the 
sensual objects it h ides behind. The various inessential features 
of a real object 's parts become resources for producing the 
phenomenal accidents that cloak its executant real ity. 



2. T H E FOU RFOLD 

Once we begin to talk about the features and capacities of 
objects as distinct from the objects themselves, we stumble 
upon the second fundamental axis around which Harman's 
system turns: the d ist inction between objects and their 
qualities. Things are not just torn between their subterra
nean execution and its phenomenal effects. but also between 
their persistent unity and its constituent plura l ity. This does 
not concern how a singular whole is composed of multiple 
parts (e.g . .  the composition of an ice cube out of molecules) , 
although this is a related issue, but how a single entity is 
determined in  various ways (e.g . ,  the coldness, hardness, or 
translucency of the ice cube) . The mutual withdrawal between 
parts and whole noted above consists in wholes having qual i
ties their parts lack (e.g . ,  the molecules are neither translucent 
nor hard ) ,  and parts having qual ities their wholes ignore (e.g . ,  
the un ique chemical properties of the trace amount of miner -
als in the water is usual ly entirely irrelevant to the ice cube) . 
Qual ities are not objects. even if the qual ities a th ing pos
sesses somehow bubble up from the objects that compose it.14 

These two d istinctions-real/sensual and object/qual
ity-are not merely paral le l ,  but cut across one another. This 
produces a fourfold of terms: in addition to the distinction 
between sensual objects (SO) and real objects ( RO) . there 
is a d istinction between sensual qual it ies (SQ) and rea l  

qualities ( RQ) .  The objects that appear in our phenomenal 
experience are 'encrusted ' with sensible features that may vary 

14. We will complicate this claim to some extent in chapter 2 .1 .  subsection I l l  

and  chapter 2 .2 .  subsection I .  
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from moment to moment, but the latter are entirely dist inct 
from the real features 'submerged· in the si lent execution they 
conceal .  Here we begin to see how the four poles interact with 
one another to form Harman's ten categories. The relation 
between a sensual object and its sensual qual ities (SO-SQ) 
is the condition of the variation of its encrusted accidents, or 
t ime itself. whereas the relation between a sensual object and 
its real qual ities (SO-RQ) is the submerged anchor around 
which this variation is fixed , or what Edmund Husserl cal ls 
eidos. These two categories are the first of what Harman 
cal ls the 'tensions' between object and qual ity. The emergence 
of sensual objects in our experience is dependent upon the 
sensible features the corresponding real objects al low them to 
present from perspective to perspective; and the distinctness 
of these underlying real objects is in turn dependent upon dif
ferences between the features they can never present. This 
g ives us the remaining two tensions. The relation between a 
real object and its sensual qual it ies ( RO-SQ) is the condition 
under which it can relate to another object through a sensuous 
facade, or space, whereas the relation between a real object 
and its real qual ities ( RO-RQ) is its principle of uniqueness, or 
what Xavier Zubiri calls essence. Taken together, these four 
tensions provide the schema of sameness and difference 

between objects, both real and apparent , along with their 
constancy and variation. 

Harman cal ls the changes that emerge within this schema 
'fissions' and 'fusions'. This is because two of the tensions (time 
and eidos) involve a persistent state of connection between 
object and qual ity-so that any change would entai l  fission 
of this connection-and the other two (space and essence) 
involve a persistent state of separation-so that any change 
would entai l  fusion of that which is separated . 



Contiguity Emanation 
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20 Fissions. It is important to recognise that the fissions take place 
within the sensual realm, insofar as they involve breaks in the 
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connections between the sensual objects we experience and 
their qual ities. In  confrontation, a sensual object is split from 
its sensual qual ities (time) , so that its accidental features are 
somehow revealed os accidental .  This occurs when we recog
nise something os something (e.g . ,  a tree os a gal lows) , thereby 
separating those qual ities that are relevant to this characterisa
tion (e.g . ,  height, branch structure, etc.) from those that are 
not (e.g . ,  colour, foliage, etc . ) .  I n  theory, the sensual object is 
split from its real qual ities (eidos) , so that its eidetic features 
are somehow contrasted with its accidental ones. This occurs 
when we strive to grasp the constants that underlie the shifting 
surface variations to which al l  th ings are subject (e.g . ,  when we 
analyse the tree's morphology, or its genetic structure) . 

Fusions. By contrast , only one of the fusions marks the 
emergence of rea l  objects within the phenomenal sphere, so 
as to redraw its boundaries from with in ;  whereas the other 
fusion is entirely withdrawn, and therefore is only apparent in 
the ways it redraws these boundaries from without. The first 
fusion is al lure ,  where a rea l  object interacts with the features 
of the sensible facades it projects (space) , such that there is 
an apparent juxtaposition between its accidental elements and 
its eidetic core. This occurs in various aesthetica l ly significant 
experiences (e.g . ,  cuteness, beauty, humour, embarrassment, 
humi l ity, d isappointment, loyalty) , 15 but is most prominently 
manifest in the use of metaphor (e.g . ,  when we frame our 
experience of the tree by describing it as 'a flame' ) .  The second 
fusion is causation, where the real object interacts with its own 
real features (essence) so as to unlock its capacit ies to affect 

15. Guerrilla Metaphysics, 212-13. 



the withdrawn core of other things. As already ind icated , the 21 

possibi l ity of causation is cal led into question by withdrawal .  
and th is in turn necessitates the theory of vicarious causation, 
which wi l l  turn upon the real object 's relation with a l lure. 

Before gett ing into this though ,  we must examine the 
remain ing six categories, which are divided i nto ' radiations' 
between qual ities and qual ities. and 'junctions' between objects 
and objects. Much as there was a rift between one of the ten
sions and the other three with regard to their role in experience, 
there is a crucial difference between the roles that radiations 
and junctions play therein. On the one hand, the radiations cover 
the way that qual ities are related within experience by the sen
sual objects that populate it: the relation between two sensual 
qual ities (SQ-SQ) is their emanation through the same object 
of experience, the relation between two real qual it ies ( RQ-RQ) 
is their contraction behind this same object. and the relation 
between the sensual qual ities and the real qual ities (SQ-RQ) is 
their dupl icity in  the way they differ from one another. On the 
other hand , the junctions cover the way that relations between 
objects constitute experience in relation to ourselves qua real 
objects: the relation between two sensual objects (SO-SO) 
can only take place as contiguity within our experience, the 
relation between two real objects ( RO-RO) is the withdrawal 

of the corresponding real objects behind our experience, and 
the relation between a real object and a sensual object ( RO
SO) is the sincerity that constitutes th is experience itself. 
Together, the three rad iations and three conjunctions provide 
the framework in  which the three experiential tensions can 
unfold.  They give us an abstract map of the phenomenal realms 
that l ie between infernal kingdoms of execution-the border
lands through which they smuggle causal contraband, or the 
embassies through which they communicate. 
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