
2.1 Graham Harman, What Objects Mean for Architecture

Object-Oriented Ontology

Let me start by speaking about what object-oriented ontology is. A brief introduction 
is essential if my responses to the architectural theorists are to make sense. So, what is 
object-oriented ontology? I began using the similar term ‘object-oriented philosophy’ 
in about 1997. I stole the term from computer science but was not especially inspired 
by object-oriented programming. Object-oriented ontology – or ‘Triple O’ – is a term 
coined by Levi Bryant in  2009. Object-oriented philosophy was too specific to my 
philosophy, and so Triple O refers to several philosophers working in a similar vein, 
but with different philosophies.

What motivated this object-oriented turn on my part? Philosophy, of course, 
has to have a universal subject matter. We are like the globe-makers compared to 
the mapmakers. We do not always deal with things in detail. We attempt, at least in 
principle, to account for everything that exists, and I started with the notion that 
objects – whether fictional, real, natural or artificial – are the most universal kind of 
thing that exists. Everything is an object in some way. This is not an especially new idea. 
There have been several trends in the history of philosophy that have claimed this.

Now, there are a number of people – in architectural theory as well as in philosophy – 
who do not like the fact that we are putting objects at the centre of philosophy. Why? 
There are all kinds of reasons, but two predominate. I call these ‘undermining’ and 
‘overmining’. (They also come in a combined form that I call ‘duomining’.)

Undermining

When you say that we should not talk about objects like microphones, podiums, stages, 
people but go deeper, to their tiniest pieces, you are undermining the object.

Pre-Socratic philosophers tended to be underminers. They can be divided into two 
basic kinds. The first tries to find the most basic physical element of which everything 
is made. Thales of Miletus said the first principle of everything is water. Anaximenes 
said the first principle must be air. Empedocles said there must be four fundamental 
elements: air, earth, fire and water. Then there were Democritus and Leucippus, who 
said there were these tiny little particles called atoms that everything is made of.
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The second are the theorists of what is called the apeiron. This means the boundless, 
but you can think of it as a giant indeterminate lump from which everything particular 
emerges. The apeiron helps explain why there are pairs of opposites (such as fire and 
water, good and evil etc.). They are said to come out of this more primordial apeiron 
and pass back into it. The argument among these second type of Pre-Socratics was 
about when this apeiron existed. Did it exist in the past? Does it exist now? Or will it 
exist in the future?

Pythagoras and Anaxagoras thought it existed in the past. Parmenides thought the 
apeiron exists right now – only we do not know it. His word for it was ‘being’. It was 
the view of Anaximander of Miletus, the original apeiron theorist, that the apeiron 
will exist in the future, once all opposites are destroyed. We have so many opposites in 
our world, but he thought that over time they will slowly cancel one another, leaving a 
neutral, lukewarm, blob-like apeiron at the end of cosmic history.

Both of these theories are still with us today as basic forms of anti-object-oriented 
philosophy. The ones who talked about water, air and atoms are the ancestors of 
present-day scientific materialists, with their ultimate strings or quarks and electrons, 
or neuro-philosophers, with their ultimate neural activation patterns. This theory 
is popular in Anglo-American analytic philosophy, but it is slowly creeping into 
Continental philosophy as well. The descendants of the apeiron theories can be seen 
in a number of relatively recent philosophers who claim that energy and matter are 
a single thing and everything emerges out of a holistic fluid network. We might read 
Gilles Deleuze along these lines.

There is nothing inherently wrong with undermining. It is a method that we need at 
times. For example, we can undermine diamonds and graphite by saying that they are 
both made of carbon. That is obviously very useful for chemistry. We can say that the 
morning star and the evening star are both the same thing. They are both Venus seen 
at different times of the day. They are useful for astronomy.

What I am opposed to is saying that there are no macro-sized objects at all and 
that everything has to be boiled down to the ultimate tiny powder of which it is made.

The problem with undermining is that it cannot explain emergence. And it cannot 
explain why larger things retain their qualities even though their parts are changing 
constantly. We replace all the atoms of our bodies every seven years but we still speak 
of our body as the same body, and this has a meaningful sense for us. You can say that 
London is still partly the same city as it was in the time of Dickens. There have been 
changes, but it is not meaningless to refer to London as a durable unit. Objects are robust 
with respect to changes in their parts. They remain the same even when their parts 
change. They generate new parts in many cases, so that London can annex territory 
and hire new police officers, and it is still the same London. Objects also have a retro-
active effect on their parts. By moving to London, for example, one adopts a certain 
London style, a certain way of living, a certain rhythm of behaviour. Undermining 
cannot account for macro-sized objects of this sort, such as a body or a city.

Overmining

Overmining is the opposite dogma, the more modern one. If undermining says 
objects are too superficial and you have to go deeper and get down to the small things 
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of which they are made, overmining says objects are too deep. It says that there is nothing 
hiding behind appearances, and to think so is to have a naïvely gullible belief in the real 
world. Overmining says that you have to realize that things are just appearances to the 
mind; things are just power relations; things are just networks; things are just events; 
things are just cultural constructions and there are no more real things hiding behind 
these appearances. You can see this throughout modern philosophy, but especially in 
the German Idealist rejection of Kant’s things-in-themselves. Kant, of course, made 
his big step in philosophy by saying that there are things-in-themselves that can be 
thought but not known. We are restricted to knowing the world through the twelve 
human categories and time and space, which are also structures of human experience, 
but not necessarily of the world itself. We cannot say whether these really apply to 
things as they are in-themselves, only that they define the structure of human finitude; 
that is, how humans experience the world.

What the German Idealists say is that if you try to think of a thing outside of 
thought, you are thinking about it and therefore there is a contradiction, so you can 
never escape this circle. A lot of contemporary philosophy is still saying this. Slavoj 
Žižek says this. He says you cannot speak about a real thing outside of the subject. 
Instead, the very difference between real and ideal is produced within the subject as 
a disruption. It is a classic Hegelian way of dealing with Kant’s thing-in-itself. Žižek 
would say that it is naïve to say that there is a real world beyond the subject.

You can also see this in Quentin Meillassoux, who believes in the correlationist 
circle. Correlationism is a term first coined by Meillassoux to refer to a kind of 
philosophy that says we cannot talk about the world-in-itself or subjectivity apart from 
the world, but only the relations between human and world. This has been the central 
dogma of Continental philosophy at least since phenomenology. Speculative Realism 
was meant as an attempt to find some way to talk about the world-in-itself apart from 
the human-world correlation. Meillassoux accepts the idea that you cannot talk about 
a thing-in-itself without turning it into a thing-for-us in the very process of talking 
about it. At the beginning of his book After Finitude, he talks about the arche-fossil, the 
Big Bang, the earth congealing before humans were here, before any thought was here. 
People sometimes misread that as if Meillassoux were saying: ‘See, science disproves 
the correlational circle – because of science we know there is a real world’, but he was 
actually saying that there is a tension between science and correlational philosophy. 
He accepts the starting point of correlational philosophy and searches for a very 
complicated backdoor route to return to the real. In contrast, I am the one who says it 
is not that hard: there is a real, independent of thought, and one should not overcome 
this reality by reducing it to the human-world correlation.

Bruno Latour is another overminer. He says that actors – which I take as just his 
term for objects – are nothing more than whatever they transform, modify, perturb 
or create. This is discussed in Pandora’s Hope. In other words, there is nothing hidden 
behind an actor’s actions. A thing is what it does. I am opposed to this too, for reasons 
that will become clear in a moment.

Again, overmining is a method that is sometimes justified. I am not saying you 
should never do it. I often give witchcraft as an example of an object needing to be 
explained away by overmining. If someone have tried to explain a plague, dead babies, 
cackling in the night, blood on somebody’s doorstep by saying that it is all because 



Is There an Object-Oriented Architecture?18

someone in the village is a witch and then you burn an innocent woman, then of course 
this is a situation where overmining is in order. You should say that there is nothing 
deeper behind the coincidental appearance of these things. But the overminers go too 
far when they say there are no real objects, and everything should be overmined. This 
is my problem with Patrick Schumacher’s theory. It views architecture as a system 
of communications. I think that is wrong. I do not think anything is a system of 
communication. There has to be something that withdraws from the communications 
in order to communicate.

So the problem with overmining is that it too cannot explain change. If I am nothing 
more than my immediate set of relations, why would I ever be different an hour from 
now? I cannot be identical with what I am doing right now. Aristotle introduced the 
concept of potentiality (which I reject for other reasons) to try to address this problem. 
He argued with the Megarians, who said that nobody is a house-builder unless they are 
building a house right now. If they are currently sleeping, then they are not a house-
builder. Everything is only what it is right now. Aristotle said that that was nonsense. Of 
course the sleeping house-builder knows more about house-building than somebody 
who is awake who does not know anything about house-building. So you also have 
to speak of potential: somebody is able to do something that they are not doing right 
now. Where I differ from Aristotle is in thinking that potential is better thought of as 
an actuality that is hidden; it is just not exerting that actuality fully on other things at 
the moment. Things are actual, even if they are not fully expressed.

Duomining

Duomining describes how overmining and undermining usually are not separate, but 
parasitical on each other, joined in league against objects together. There are plenty of 
examples of duomining in human thought. Scientific materialism, for example, starts 
by saying that we are going to find the tiniest particles from which everything is made. 
But as soon as we get to this bottom layer, the undermining flips into overmining, 
because we can supposedly also know this tiniest layer mathematically.

The Third Table

For Documenta last summer I wrote a text called ‘The Third Table’, referring to the 
great English physicist Arthur Stanley Eddington, who said in his Gifford lectures that 
there are always two tables: there is the table described by physics which is mostly 
empty space with electrons spinning around and all these particles whirling all over 
the place, and there is the practical table that I am writing on. My thesis is that neither 
of Eddington’s tables are real, since they only represent the undermined and the 
overmined table. The real table is in between these two. The real table is not just the 
pieces, nor is it just the practical table.

Art

I think that the arts are unusually well equipped to give us access to this third table. 
With the exception of very special Dada-esque cases, an artwork does not tell us what 
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the physical composition of its materials is, nor does it present itself as a piece of 
practical equipment. Nobody uses Duchamp’s urinal, so it is not an everyday tool, but 
has been specifically decontextualized from its tool-use. The arts have something to 
teach philosophy here because they are not about paraphrasing art objects. You cannot 
replace a gallery full of artworks with typed prose descriptions of them.

Now I have probably made it sound like everyone is aligned against objects and 
that we object-oriented philosophers are persecuted and paranoid, but no, there are 
actually at least three traditions in the history of philosophy that have upheld the rights 
of objects in the sense that I am speaking of: those of Aristotle, Husserl and Heidegger, 
and Latour and Whitehead – though I think they are all wrong in some way.

The first is the Aristotelian tradition. Aristotle thought that the primary substances 
were individual things, while ideas (like white and justice) were secondary. The whole 
medieval tradition of philosophy follows Aristotle in this. Leibniz is one of the greatest 
Aristotelians. The problem I have with this Aristotelian tradition is that it tends to 
fetishize ‘nature’ as the criterion of reality. Leibniz even goes further saying that all 
substances are eternal, that God created them at the beginning of time and that they 
last forever. At least Aristotle thought that substances can be created and destroyed. A 
horse, for example, would be a substance for Aristotle, but you can kill a horse and its 
body degenerates. There is no sense that for Aristotle the horse has an eternal soul. So 
we can respect what the Aristotelian tradition did for objects, while rejecting its one-
sided emphasis on the natural and simple over the artificial and composite. After all, 
we live today in a world filled with composite and artificial objects. There is no reason 
why we cannot talk about aeroplanes as objects, or a circle of men holding hands, the 
Dutch East India Company, or two diamonds glued together.

A second tradition is that of phenomenology, which is not often viewed as an 
object-oriented position, but it is the one I came from. I contend that Husserl and 
Heidegger place objects at the centre of their respective philosophies in different 
senses. What is important here is that all human knowledge overmines, but if you 
think you know something exhaustively, then you reduce it to its qualities, and if you 
create a mathematical model of something, you replace the thing with its traits. Any 
attempt to formalize or mathematize things inevitably loses many of their properties.

A third pro-object tradition, as I have already suggested, is that of Latour and 
Whitehead. Both Latour and Whitehead can be said to take individual entities as the 
centre of their philosophies, and that is one of the reasons I have always been attracted 
to Latour’s writings. After the many years I spent reading Heidegger, with his utter 
contempt for specific individual beings, Latour is refreshing because he lets you talk 
about absolutely anything: cartons of orange juice, Adidas shoes, medical operations. I 
only reject this tradition because it tends to reduce things to their relations and effects, 
whereas I view objects as a surplus beyond all relations and effects.

Speculative Realism is almost there in its attempt to reject certain portions of the 
Kantian legacy. Philosophy moves very slowly, and we all still live in Kant’s shadow. We 
are all still Kantians in one way or another. Meillassoux and Badiou are trying to break 
from Kant by getting rid of the finitude in Kant; that is, from his idea that you never 
know reality in itself. They are trying to reverse that and say that you can get reality 
in itself and it happens through mathematics as a privileged discourse. I believe that 
finitude in Kant is irreversible because there is a difference between knowledge and 
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things. Even if you knew all the billions of facts about a tree, that perfect knowledge 
of the tree would still not turn into a tree. It may sound like a frivolous objection, but 
it is quite serious. You need to be able to account for the difference between perfect 
knowledge of something and the thing itself. I do not think Badiou or Meillassoux 
have yet worked out what the difference is between perfect knowledge of the things 
and the things themselves.

For me, philosophy has never been about knowledge (mathematical or otherwise) 
and that is why I regret the recent mathematical turn expressed in Meillassoux’s 
books. Philosophy is philosophia, not sophia. It is the love of wisdom, not wisdom 
itself. The claim to wisdom or sophia is closer to the sophists – they were the ones 
who claimed to have wisdom. Socrates never claimed that. In Meno’s paradox, in 
Plato’s Meno we learn from the sophists that there is no point asking what virtue 
is, because either we already know what virtue is or else we do not know what it is 
and therefore will not recognize it when we find it. I would replace that with what 
we might call Socrates’s Paradox, which would say that we both know and do not 
know what virtue is. We have some idea what virtue is, and we can only approach 
it without reaching it. This is what philosophia means; this is why philosophy is 
the love of wisdom – it is the getting closer to the reality. And here again I think 
architecture (and the arts in general) is in a good position to help us. Architecture 
does make use of knowledge just as everything else does. But its ultimate products 
are not knowledge but things that are not entirely transparent to knowledge. We can 
paraphrase electrons by replacing them with lists of their qualities, but we cannot 
paraphrase a work of architecture in this way.

German Realism

I try instead to reverse Kant’s second main idea, that the human-world relation is 
privileged above all others. Kant says that the human-world relation is the explicit 
topic of philosophy, because we cannot jump outside the categories of time and space. 
For Kant, we cannot talk philosophically about what happens when one rock smashes 
another rock or when fire burns cotton. All we can talk about is what it is like for 
a human to experience fire burning cotton, according to the twelve categories of the 
understanding and space and time. I think that is wrong. I think we need to place the 
human-world relation on the same level as the world-world or object-object relation. 
Bruno Latour, in We Have Never Been Modern, attacks the idea that there have been two 
zones, one called world and one called human, with the ‘world’ side working according 
to rigid, mechanical, clockwork laws, and the ‘human’ side involving arbitrary, cultural 
values with no grounding in reality. This taxonomic division between two zones of 
being is the central feature of modernity according to Latour, and I think he dismantles 
it quite wonderfully.

This is why I think that what we needed after Kant was not so much a German 
Idealism but a German Realism. This hypothetical German Realism would have 
said that Kant made a great step forward in talking about finitude but was wrong in 
thinking that only humans experience the finite. We poor humans are not unique in 
our inability to see the things-in-themselves. Fire and cotton also do not exhaust each 
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other, and neither do raindrops and stones. These inanimate entities also translate or 
distort or caricature each other. Object-oriented philosophy is all about treating object-
object relations the same as object-human relations. It is not about saying that objects 
have souls or that political rights need to be given to wood. It is about saying that any 
kind of relation distorts its terms in the same way. Object-oriented philosophy is really 
just late-born German Realism. We are here to finish the job!

Heidegger

Let us turn to Heidegger. My reading of Heidegger is unorthodox. I happen to think 
that Heidegger’s tool-analysis is the most exciting moment of twentieth-century 
philosophy. It first appears in published form in Being and Time in 1927 but appears 
even earlier in his lecture courses in 1919. Heidegger originally came from the school 
of phenomenology. The simplest way to describe phenomenology is to say that it is a 
way of bracketing scientific theories about the world and describing what we see in 
exact detail. If I am trying to describe what I see in the room, I should not talk about 
rods and cones and the eyeball and the optic nerve and the retina, because we do not 
see these directly – they are just things we know from our theories, however well-
founded. Instead, we should start more basically from what we encounter directly, what 
we perceive in our everyday lives. We can describe that in exact detail. For example, 
as a phenomenologist, I might notice for the first time that I am only seeing the front 
side of all of you. I assume you have backs, though I cannot see them, so those backs 
of you are ‘co-present’.

Heidegger’s Tool-Analysis

Now, Heidegger makes what might look at first like a counter-revolutionary twist on 
phenomenology. He notices that for the most part, things are not directly present to us. 
This is actually a fairly rare case. Heidegger develops this insight from what he calls the 
tool-analysis, with the hammer being the most famous example. While you are using 
a hammer, you do not notice it. The hammer simply performs its function while you 
focus on the house that you are building or what you are going to do with the house 
once it is built. If the hammer breaks, however, it suddenly becomes visible. This is not 
limited to cases of tools like hammers, drills or chisels. It holds for any object that is 
partially hidden and partially noticed from time to time.

For example, in your experience right now, only a small amount of what you are 
doing is conscious to you. You are relying on the floor to hold you up. You are relying 
on your bodily organs to keep functioning fairly effectively (unless you are having a 
health problem). Most of you know English pretty well, so you are not thinking too 
hard about my grammar. You are simply processing my words pretty quickly without 
having to struggle through the verb conjugations. We are all breathing oxygen; if the 
oxygen disappeared, we would all suffocate. Until things break, you tend to take them 
for granted.

My first step in reading Heidegger was to say that Heidegger’s entire philosophy is 
about nothing but this.
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Theory and Practice

Heidegger is often misread as privileging practice over theory. According to 
Heidegger, all theory is grounded in practice. We perceive things or think about 
them, but actually it is all grounded in background practices that we do not think 
about very much. Hubert Dreyfus, the most popular commentator on Heidegger in 
analytic philosophy circles, gets even more specific and says that the deepest thing 
of all is our social conditioning by a given context – American babies are raised in 
one way, Japanese babies in another, and ultimately this is what is deeper than all 
theory and perception. The problem with that is that practical activity distorts things 
every bit as much as theory and perception do, because by sitting in a chair, you do 
not exhaust the qualities of that chair anymore than by looking at it or by making a 
theory about it. Mosquitoes and dogs are going to find qualities in that chair that you 
cannot perceive. Raindrops hitting that chair are going to encounter properties of 
that chair that we cannot really conceptualize.

So both theory and practice are on the same level. They both distort the chair-in-
itself. Heidegger might even agree with that point if he were still alive to hear it. But what 
he would never agree with is that object-object relationships are basically of the same 
sort as human-object relations. When fire burns cotton, fire is not interacting with the 
smell or colour of the cotton; it is simply interacting with the flammability and features 
related to the burning of the cotton. The smell and the colour of the cotton are invisible 
to the fire; it does not matter if the fire is ‘conscious’ of them or not. It interacts only with 
some parts of the cotton, not with the cotton directly.

The Problem of Causation

The idea that an object only interacts with a part of another object and not with the 
object directly and exhaustively has always led to a problem of causation, of how one 
thing encounters another thing directly and causes a change in it. This problem is 
why some of the early Continental philosophies had to say that God is the medium 
of all these interactions. Since fire and cotton cannot touch directly, their interaction 
must somehow pass through God. This idea entered into French philosophy in the 
seventeenth century from ‘Occasionalism’, but we are not so different today. Instead of 
appealing to God as the universal causal medium, we in philosophy still tend to use 
the human mind as the universal causal medium. The problem with Occasionalism 
was not that it talked about ‘God’ in some naïve pre-Enlightenment fashion, but that it 
gave one particular entity a monopoly on all causation.

Bruno Latour tries to rectify this, because the greatest philosophical influence on 
him, Whitehead, has the same problem. Whitehead also thinks that relations are all 
routed through God, so he brings back Occasionalism. Latour is probably even more 
religious in person than Whitehead. Latour is a practising Catholic, with a straight 
face, but he does not bring God into his philosophy to solve problems. He tries to 
solve them in a more secular fashion. Latour proposes that you need a mediator 
between any two things. In Pandora’s Hope he asks, because politics and neutrons 
have no inherent connection, what links them? His answer is that it was Frédéric 
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Joliot-Curie that connected them because he tried to convince the French government 
that they needed to start investing in an atomic bomb programme very fast because 
the Wehrmacht was massing across the border. Joliot failed in completing that effort 
before France was knocked out of the war. The problem with Latour’s theory is that 
if politics cannot touch neutrons and it requires Joliot as a mediator, then the same 
question recurs: How can Joliot touch politics? And how can Joliot touch neutrons? 
You need another mediator. You can say that Joliot got into politics through his friend 
at the ministry and met the friend through his wife. But then how does he know his 
wife? There is an infinite regress. You keep going backward and there is no ultimate 
answer. How does he know neutrons? Through a microscope. How does he know 
the microscope? Through his eyeball. How does he make contact with his eyeball? 
Through his nervous system.

Latour’s answer to this infinite regress is a pragmatic one that I find disappointing: 
he says you stop when it gets boring. Go as far as you want and then stop. That is 
fine for methodological purposes, but the problem, if you are doing metaphysics and 
ontology, is that you have to be able to show how any two things can make contact at 
all. I have a solution to this problem, but I will not get into that now. I have written 
about it more extensively in my book on Latour, Prince of Networks.

So in my view there are real objects that withdraw from us; they withdraw from 
our perception; they withdraw from our theory; according to me, they also withdraw 
from our practice; they even withdraw from each other. Things do not touch each other 
directly. There is no direct causal relationship in the universe.

Husserl’s Objects

In stage one of my account, Husserl looked like just a naïve simpleton who thought 
everything is an appearance in the mind, while Heidegger went a step deeper. But that 
is not entirely fair, because Husserl did something that had never been done before: he 
noticed, within the realm of experience, a rift between objects and their qualities. This 
contrasts with the empiricists (such as Hume, Locke and Berkeley), who think that the 
apple is not an object, but just a bunch of qualities such as red, cold, hard, sweet, juicy 
and spherical. The empiricists would say that you see those qualities come together as 
a group so often that you start naïvely assuming that there is an underlying object there 
called ‘apple’, but all you are really experiencing are these qualities.

Husserl’s lasting contribution to philosophy is his reversal of this prejudice against 
objects and to say that we do indeed encounter objects. Husserl gives an example of 
how you primarily see objects by talking about what happens when you see your friend 
walking down the street. He says, your friend might be wearing this or that clothing, 
standing in whatever physical posture and in whatever mood, but these details do not 
really matter, because you look straight through them and simply see that it is your 
friend approaching you. The object comes first, so there is a tension between what I call 
the sensual object and its sensual qualities.

In Heidegger’s tool-analysis you had the real object and sensual qualities. I call 
these time and space, and I think this is where time and space are generated. People 
always talk about time and space as though those are the two peerless features of 
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cosmic structure. But once you interpret space as the rift between real objects and 
sensual qualities and you see that this rift appears again both between real objects and 
real qualities, and between sensual objects and their real qualities, then you notice that 
you have two other tensions to add to time and space, which I call ‘essence’ and ‘eidos’. 
So there are four features of cosmic structure: time, space, essence and eidos. I write 
about this in my book The Quadruple Object.

Architecture

What could the use of all this be for architecture? The object-oriented model could be 
useful for architecture because architecture talks about individual enduring entities and 
their qualities, or objects and their relations. In architecture there is a question about 
what are the real elements that endure as autonomous actors and what is derivative of 
these actors? How does a thing differ from its specific qualities that can be measured 
and noticed and that change at different times? We have been in a very relation-loving 
period where people have thought that it was always the fresh and innovative method 
to talk about things in relational terms rather than substantial terms. I understand 
why, because the old philosophies of substance, the old realisms, have started to look 
very crusty, middle-aged and boring. So the relational approach has seemed very fresh 
by contrast. My claim is that this relational approach is an idea that is no longer as 
liberating as it once was. The liberating energies are now on the other side of the fence. 
We need to go back to autonomous objects.

2.2 Graham Harman Interview: Zero-Form, Zero-Function

Jessica Reynolds: What would you say are the problems of our current historical 
moment that you see your own philosophy addressing?

Graham Harman: There seems to be a general collapse of the human-centred model 
of the world that emerged during the basically idealist period known as modernity. 
Climate change is the most glaring example of a case where anthropocentrism is 
challenged: the word ‘anthropocene’ means that humans are the cause of climate 
change, not that they are the centre of all reality in this era. Despite the frequent baffling 
criticism that object-oriented philosophy regards humans as ‘worthless’, this is not the 
case. We just think that humans should not be the centre of philosophy.

Joseph Bedford: It seems that what you are saying is exemplary of a recent realist or 
empiricist trend within the humanities. What would you say about the human sciences 
becoming increasingly interested in the terrain that once belonged to the natural 
sciences?

Graham Harman: There will always be a division of labour between the humanities 
and the sciences. But I see no reason why this division should be based on a taxonomy, 
with the hard sciences talking about inanimate stuff and the humanities talking 
about people and their cultures and languages. In his 1991 book We Have Never Been 
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Modern, Bruno Latour destroyed the modern idea that there are two different kinds 
of being: (1) nature, which is mechanical, inert and follows iron-clad laws; and (2) 
culture, which arbitrarily projects relative cultural values onto an otherwise cold, grey 
matter. When the humanities accept this particular division of labour, what they are 
saying, first of all, is ‘we can’t talk about nature because the natural sciences are already 
doing that. We will confine ourselves to the limited area of normativity or human 
thought, which the sciences cannot touch’. But then of course neuroscience comes 
along and tries to assume control of the human sphere as well. Philosophy is therefore 
stuck with a smaller and smaller area of activity, and eventually we will just be sitting 
on ethics panels – until someone invents software that can make ethical decisions more 
efficiently than humans. It was always a mistake for philosophers to accept this division 
of labour. We should also be talking about all the things that the sciences are talking 
about, only in different terms.

How is it possible for philosophers to speak of the inanimate world in terms 
different from those of science? Well, the sciences must talk about things in terms of 
their discursively available qualities. An electron is nothing more than all the things 
that you can verifiably say about an electron, and in the sciences, there is nothing over 
and above that. By contrast, philosophy needs to talk about nature in terms of the 
surplus of objects beyond their qualities, their withdrawal from all forms of relation. 
We should keep a certain division of labour: not in the usual taxonomical sense, but 
in the sense that the sciences talk about things insofar as they are mathematizable and 
philosophy talks about things insofar as they are not. Philosophy must not abandon 
the inanimate world to the scientists, because there are also specifically philosophical 
means for discussing the inanimate world.

 Lorens Holm: Let’s not conflate the distinction between an object-oriented and 
a subject-oriented philosophy with the distinction between the natural and cultural 
worlds, or between the quantitative and a qualitative aspects of things.

Graham Harman: And conversely, we need to bring the non-human back into the 
humanities because focusing only on humans is a form of what I call ‘overmining’. 
Instead of saying that the lowest level is all that counts, the humanities are now 
accustomed to saying that the highest level (that of human accessibility) is the only 
thing that counts. But if nothing is anything more than how it registers itself to humans, 
why does it register itself differently in different moments? If I am nothing more than 
my circumstances and my experiences, how can I be in different circumstances a 
minute from now or a year from now? Change is possible because there is something 
in me, and something in every object, that is not currently expressed. So the turn 
towards objects is very important for philosophical reasons, because philosophically 
speaking, there is no way to reduce a thing to its current manifestations. And that 
includes humans and their cultures.

Joseph Bedford: Another related context within the humanities that suggests a certain 
timeliness to your work is the general sense that an older model of critique has, in 
Latour’s words, ‘run out of steam’. What do you think the relationship is between the 
humanities and critique?
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Graham Harman: Critique is an intellectual technique that goes hand in hand with 
idealist philosophy. It comes from the idea that I am something different from the 
world, alienated by it, and so I must rise above the world instead of gullibly believing 
in it. As a result, I should have a basically adversarial relationship towards all the 
things that I encounter and should not believe any of it too seriously. Not believing 
in anything becomes the ultimate gesture of intellectual supremacy. Descartes had a 
notion that everything could be a deception: everyone I see out the window could be 
automata covered in coats walking down the streets.

Those who feel especially intelligent tend to think that this is so because they believe 
less than other people. They tell themselves: ‘These poor naïve people who are still 
religious and still believe in inherited social customs, while we ourselves have risen 
above all that and believe in less.’ In the first place this is not even true, since we are 
now perhaps the most naïve believers in human history. Just look at the sciences. Is 
it really the case that science enables us to embark on a progressively more radical 
nihilism? In fact, we believe in more objects now than anyone has in the history of 
the human race. Think about all the distant astronomical bodies in which we believe, 
and all the different languages we believe exist because we have catalogued them 
in linguistic folders. In fact, science multiplies entities more than any other human 
invention that has ever existed. We are certainly more naïve than animals, who in the 
end seem to believe in a fairly narrow range of entities.

But there is another form of critique that has exactly the opposite sense of the first. 
I am referring to literary criticism, food criticism, wine criticism, theatre criticism, 
in which you do not denounce anything even in cases where you are very negative. 
Instead, you try to cultivate a connoisseurship that appreciates the unique virtues (and 
vices) of each thing. The primary aim of this sort of criticism is to detect and appreciate 
or criticize the specific qualities of a thing. You have an abundance of this kind of 
critique in architecture, but we do not really have it in philosophy yet. In philosophy 
we are too quick to reach a verdict on who is right and wrong, whose ideas we like and 
dislike. There is not much connoisseurship in philosophy yet, and we need more of it.

Jessica Reynolds: What would you say is the relationship then between your 
philosophy and politics?

Graham Harman: The first task is not to rush into generating a concrete political 
programme. Philosophy is primarily about conceptual innovation, and if you’re too 
quick to find shelter in a ready-made political platform, you’ll probably just end up 
caving in to some extant version of Left theory, because the social pressures among 
intellectuals these days come heavily from that direction. This may be better than 
a rightward wind, but Left discourse too often just sounds like a stale version of 
Christianity and tends to replace politics with an unquestioned egalitarian faith that 
people too often use to jockey for moral superiority. Criticizing the rich Western 
nations becomes almost an end in itself: Who can do it the most vehemently? But 
philosophy must not become the handmaid of the Left any more than it needed to 
remain the handmaid of theology or needs to become the handmaid of neuroscience.

So, I have been deliberately slow in my approach to dealing with politics, a topic that 
every comprehensive philosophy must eventually address. In October 2014 I published 
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my first political book, Bruno Latour: Reassembling the Political. Even though I mostly 
write about Latour in that book, the reader can also get a sense of my own trajectory 
from it. The first thing that struck me when researching this book was that Latour is 
very difficult to place on the usual Left/Right political spectrum that, since the French 
Revolution, has dominated our collective political thinking and our everyday social 
judgements of individuals. Some on the Left call Latour a ‘neo-liberal’, but that is 
what they call virtually everyone these days, so there is no reason to take this epithet 
seriously. Clearly Latour is not a radical revolutionary, but you also cannot call him a 
conservative, since social stability is not the goal of his actor-network approach.

In fact, the Left and the Right as we know them are rooted in different modern 
theories of human nature, of the so-called ‘state of nature’. If you think as Rousseau 
did that the state of nature was primarily a place of caring and sharing equality, 
then any presence of inequality or injustice on the planet immediately becomes a 
degenerate, unnatural outrage for which someone or something must be to blame. 
But if you think as Hobbes or Machiavelli did that human nature is basically vile, 
then the present situation is never really so bad, since it is automatically much better 
than the hypothetical prehistoric war of all against all, of which Hobbes speaks in the 
Leviathan. But what is Latour’s theory of human nature? Interestingly enough, he does 
not really have one. And while he enjoys quoting Hobbes and Machiavelli and rarely 
cites Rousseau, this has nothing to do with Latour thinking that humans are innately 
dangerous, and everything to do with Latour’s ontology – in which an actor is what it 
does, and therefore we can speak only of the success or failure of various actors, not of 
the deserving or undeserving moral status of the actors that win or lose.

Eventually this led me to see that Latour is occupied with a completely different 
polarity also found in modern political theory: that between Truth and Power. By no 
means does this simply replicate the Left/Right distinction, since there are Left and 
Right versions of both Truth Politics and Power Politics. What all Truth Politics has in 
common is the notion that the political truth is basically known but is unfortunately 
prevented from coming into being due to corruption, class interest, imperialism, 
stupidity or some other benighted or ignoble force. It is easiest to see this on the Left, 
with Rousseau and Marx.

Yet it can also be found on the Right, as for example with Leo Strauss and his disciples. 
This tradition tends to read Socrates and Plato not as searching for an unattainable 
truth but as possessors of a truth that is opposed to the truth of egalitarianism: namely, 
a truth concerning the eternal hierarchy of human types, regardless of the historical 
era. The main political question becomes: ‘How can the philosopher survive, unlike 
Socrates, by persuading the masses that philosophy is not a dangerously destabilizing 
activity?’ The answer is that the philosopher must maintain esoteric doctrines and 
behave in shrewdly prudent, sometimes disingenuous fashion to remain safe from 
the violent stupidity of the many. In some ways it is just an upside-down version of 
Rousseau. And I would say that it is wrong for precisely the same reason: namely, we do 
not have political knowledge. Such knowledge eludes us, as all other knowledge does. 
Politics is not the application of truth to an obviously corrupt situation but is itself the 
search for political truth, given that we do not possess it and often err badly in trying 
to determine it.
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Latour starts to recognize this as his career goes on. He realizes that his early 
delighted Hobbesian and Machiavellian rhetoric about there being no difference 
between might and right (though he meant it mostly in reference to non-humans) is 
politically problematic. It implies that the sovereign cannot go wrong, and this simply 
is not true. In 1991 he finally tells us, in We Have Never Been Modern, that ‘Hobbes 
was wrong!’ – a big step forward for Latour. He thus tries to incorporate some form 
of transcendence into his politics and assigns both to scientists and to moralists the 
role of detecting entities that have wrongly been excluded from the polity. This period 
culminates a decade or more later in Latour’s interest in Walter Lippmann and John 
Dewey. Dewey, in particular, defends democracy from the critique that the citizenry 
are mostly ignorant and play no part in politics. This problem can be solved, in part, by 
saying that each issue generates its own public of interested parties; there is no need in 
a democracy to become excited about each and every issue.

The problem is that Latour calls his political transcendence a ‘mini-transcendence’. 
He is enough of a Hobbesian that he is suspicious of any claim to truth that would go 
beyond the process of negotiating the truth in a political context. So for instance Latour 
thinks that Gaia, our earth, does not yet exist and cannot exist until it is politically 
composed. Yet that is obviously not what James Lovelock meant when he introduced 
the concept of Gaia. Lovelock is talking about the real earth as a real organism that 
exists and acts whether we realize it or not. This is why Latour is susceptible to the 
influence of Carl Schmitt in a way that I am not. Latour sees the ‘state of exception’ 
(when all question of right and wrong is bracketed and a political decision is simply 
made) as the normal state of all politics, not as an occasional dictatorial episode in sad 
moments of human history. For my part, I think that politics is neither about truth 
nor about power, but about reality, and reality is what is there in front of us but can 
never be adequately known. This is why I am not convinced by the claim of Marxists or 
Straussians to possess that truth. From an object-oriented standpoint, truth can never 
be had but must always remain contested.

Joseph Bedford: If object-oriented ontology escapes correlationism and we try to 
bring this gesture to bear upon architecture, does it make any sense to no longer think 
about buildings as being for humans, and instead just only think of them in terms of 
object-object relations? In the end, buildings are for humans, to a large degree.

Graham Harman: The objection has arisen in several different fields, but only recently 
did I come to understand the root of the problem. There are actually two different 
senses of the human that are easily conflated.

Let’s start with the first page of Manuel DeLanda’s 2006 book A New Philosophy of 
Society. DeLanda is a realist philosopher like I am, and he begins his book by asking 
what the reality of society is beyond humans. In one sense this is impossible, of course, 
since human society is made of human beings as its ingredients. But DeLanda is 
obviously not asking what human society would be like if all humans were extinct. 
He is simply asking what that society is like in itself, beyond any particular human 
conception of it. He is complaining about the distorting influence of human observers 
of society, not demanding that all human ingredients be removed.
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A serious form of this conflation occurs in art criticism, in Michael Fried’s famous 
early dismissal of the ‘literalism’ and ‘theatricality’ of minimalist art. I am with Fried 
and Clement Greenberg when they insist on the autonomy of the artwork, that it cannot 
be reducible to its social function or its exact position in a gallery or the subjective 
impressions any individual might have of it. Science demands literal statements about its 
objects, but for art this would be a fiasco. But it does not follow that the human spectator 
is not an essential part of the art experience. If all humans were extinct, it would be hard to 
imagine our artworks existing qua artworks. This is an impossible kind of autonomy, just 
as impossible as human society continuing to exist without humans. I therefore conclude 
that Fried is right to attack literalism but wrong to attack theatricality. The human actor 
must always be found in the theatre of art. And the same holds for architecture.

Joseph Bedford: You have mentioned the importance of Heidegger to your work. 
Heidegger has been quite influential upon the way architects have approached 
architecture in the past fifty years. Can I ask you about your reading of Heidegger’s 
Fourfold, because this has been central to many of the interpretations of Heidegger’s 
work by architects? And what do you make of the way architects have understood 
Heidegger’s Fourfold and have understood terms like ‘gods’, ‘sky’, ‘earth’ and ‘mortals’?

Graham Harman: First, I am against any literal interpretation of these terms; Heidegger 
does not work with taxonomies in this way. He is not the sort of philosopher who says 
‘there are four kinds of things in the world, and here they are’. Instead, he works at a 
certain level of ontological abstraction. Heidegger’s Fourfold concerns two kinds of 
objects and two kinds of qualities – real objects that withdraw from access and sensual 
objects that are there only in relation to us. 

 Lorens Holm: The sensual object that is only there in relation to us. This is a form 
of inter-subjectivity, especially if you accept that something is always missed in the 
encounter with the real object, and hence left out of the inter-subjective field. It is not 
clear if the real object shadows the sensual object, as its other half, in the sense that we 
encounter the sensual object, and the real object is that part of the object that escapes 
our encounter with it. Or if Harman intends there to be two independent objects, and 
the real and sensual objects exist independently of each other. In which case, I might 
encounter the sensual me, and then, a bit later, the real me.

Graham Harman: And then you also have qualities at both of those levels. The object is 
distinct from its qualities at both the real and sensual levels. That is where the Fourfold 
comes from.

Most of my friends in architecture seem hostile to the phenomenological approach. 
They take it to be a conservative vaunting of individual human experience. That said, 
I have looked at some of the buildings of Peter Zumthor and find them quite striking. I 
do not know if they are considered conservative in architectural circles or not, but they 
are certainly something that we can enjoy experiencing. So I do not want to condemn 
all phenomenological architecture on that basis. But I do think that there needs to be 
attention to the depth of reality and not simply to the human perception of it.



Is There an Object-Oriented Architecture?30

Jessica Reynolds: Another major thinker who was prominent in the exchange, due 
to Lorens Holm’s interests, was Lacan. Lorens discussed the idea that architecture 
can be understood as the ‘structuring of space’ that keeps us from a consciousness of 
the un-symbolizable Real that lies below it. This Lacanian interpretation of the real 
suggests that the depth beneath the surface level of things is a single unified whole that 
returns in moments of such collapse. Lorens used the World Trade Center towers as 
an example of such collapse. Can you address the issue of whether depth is a one or a 
many, and where you stand with respect to Lacan?

Graham Harman: In Lacan there is too much of a sense of the Real as simply being 
an excess beyond symbolization. It is never clear if this Real is anything more than a 
negativity immanent in what is already perceived, as we find in Lacan’s admirer Badiou, 
for whom the Real is not something that exists autonomously prior to the count but is 
only a void inherent in each counted unity.

 Lorens Holm: A minor clarification, if I may. My example was the collapse of 
the Trade Towers, whereby something comprising multiple components becomes 
an undifferentiated cloud of stuff. The real retreats beyond what is accessible to our 
senses or our comprehension. It is therefore neither one nor multiple, because both 
these are conceptual categories placed in a binary opposition, which are imposed by 
comprehension upon the world. I am not a monist. The real is quite strictly neither 
one nor not one.

Graham Harman: This is the idealist side of Lacan, who misses any genuine depth 
that eludes the subject. But I think we need such a depth for purely philosophical 
reasons, since you cannot explain change without it. I have a similar problem with 
Derrida. People sometimes claim that Derrida is a realist insofar as he does not want 
to reduce appearances to their place in any fixed structure, but he really just gives us 
infinitely many different structures where appearances slip and slide. For Derrida there 
is nothing hidden behind the appearance of things any more than there is for Lacan 
or Badiou. Derrida begins by saying wrongly that the great thing about Heidegger is 
that he realizes that there is no Being aside from its appearances in different historical 
epochs. That’s not Heidegger; that’s Derrida! For Heidegger there is indeed a Being 
apart from its various historical epochs. That Derrida says otherwise proves his direct 
complicity with idealism, derived from his ultimately Husserlian starting point.

Lorens made a great contribution to the discussion, but I still cannot agree with his 
Lacanianism. I do not think you can make a philosophy work when you treat the Real 
as doing nothing more than exceeding our grasp of it. If you only do this, you are left 
unable to describe the world itself in convincing terms.

Joseph Bedford: Perhaps another way to broach a similar question about whether 
depth withdraws to a multiplicity or to a oneness is to ask you about Heidegger’s idea that 
our practical involvements are structured, and therefore in some kind of hierarchical 
sequence. Heidegger writes, in Being and Time, of the sequence that connects ‘pen, ink, 
paper, desk blotter, table, lamp, furniture, windows, doors, rooms’, to which we could 
add building, street, block, neighbourhood, city etc. If we view relations in structured 
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sequences like this, do we end up with the extreme ends of the sequence orienting 
towards an all encompassing one? Heidegger posed this in terms of the ‘for-the-sake-
of-which’ being oriented towards the ‘ultimate stand I take on my life’, which connects 
all particular involvements in a whole.

Graham Harman: That is how Heidegger tried to do it, but it does not work. He tells 
us in Being and Time that ‘strictly speaking, there is no such thing as “an” equipment’, 
because all tools fit into a holistic system that finally gains their meaning from human 
Dasein. But let us not forget that Heidegger is not just the philosopher of tools. He is 
also, and more importantly, the philosopher of broken tools.

 Jonathan Hale: But – and I think even more importantly – beyond this binary 
opposition of ‘working tool versus broken tool’, he is also the philosopher of the in-between 
state of ‘flow’ (to borrow a term from Csikszentmihalyi) – that state of bodily knowing 
essential to the ongoing operation of a tool in the fulfilment of a particular task. This to 
me seems closer to the kind of partial encounter that you have suggested objects have 
with each other – which is perhaps also close to what Hubert Dreyfus has called ‘coping’.

Graham Harman: The fact that a hammer can break and disrupt the tool-system 
proves that it was never reducible to its position in this system in the first place. It is a 
mystery why Heideggerians continue to miss this.

Jessica Reynolds: You suggested elsewhere, though, that objects can be understood 
as embedded or nested within one another. Would this not point to something like a 
hierarchy?

Graham Harman: I do not think the universe exists as a whole and do not accept the 
argument that the tool-analysis is just stage one, so that from there you have to go into 
a deeper horizonal structure, and from there into a deeper structure, and from there 
into a still deeper structure, so that each of the levels is disempowered in favour of the 
ultimate layer. This is not what is really going on in Heidegger’s philosophy. I want to 
focus attention on the concrete beings that he talks about, such as hammers and nails 
and so forth. In that sense there is a chain, but a chain of real things, not just a chain 
of analyses as in the usual reading of Heidegger, in which you start with the hammer 
but are really just trying to get to even deeper horizonal structures. Every layer of the 
world is equally real for me, and thus there is no ontological hierarchy. There is still a 
political hierarchy, of course: I am not saying that blades of grass should be involved in 
politics in the same way as humans.

And I also think that entities are infinitely decomposable. There is not a final point of 
reality without articulation or structure. There has to be an endless chain downwards. 
But it does not follow that there has to be an endless chain upwards. Objects are formed 
of relations between smaller objects, so that any time two objects relate, they form a 
new object. It might be transitory, but it is still a new object. To say that the world goes 
infinitely upwards would be to say that everything keeps on relating to everything else 
and it never stops. But that is not the case. There are some objects that are real even 
though they do not relate to anything at the moment or might never do so, but which 
might relate to other things in the future.
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Joseph Bedford: You seem critical therefore of Heidegger’s emphasis on time 
consciousness and the idea that practical life is oriented towards death. I wonder if 
your idea that the world does not keep going infinitely upwards is related to your 
preference for reading the tool-analysis such as to ignore time consciousness, death 
and historicity?

Graham Harman: Death will always be of interest to humans for obvious reasons. 
That does not necessarily give it a special ontological significance. The attitude towards 
death is also culturally conditioned. Lawrence of Arabia remarked in his book that 
the Arabs are ‘the least morbid of peoples’, meaning that life for them is viewed as 
a gift, and when it is gone, it is gone. Dwelling morbidly on death may be a cultural 
peculiarity of the West. Being-towards-death is one of the idealist aspects of Heidegger: 
the notion that in anxiety you can rise above the world as a whole and ask why there 
is something rather than nothing. When everything seems meaningless, you see the 
whole universe projected against the background of nothingness. But I do not think 
Heideggerian Angst is possible. You simply never get to a position from where you 
transcend everything. When you step beyond something, you step into something else. 
Death has a deep practical and biographical significance for all of us, and there is still a 
lot that philosophy can say about it, but death is not the centre of thinking.

Jessica Reynolds: To shift the conversation to architecture, can you address the 
coincidence between the term ‘object-oriented’ as you use it and the way that architects 
have encountered the term through object-oriented programming?

Joseph Bedford: Yes, people like Patrick Schumacher and Alisa Andrasek in the United 
Kingdom and David Ruy and others in the United States have been quick to take an 
interest in your work. Most of these people come from computational backgrounds 
and some explicitly have an interest in  object-oriented programming.

Graham Harman: I simply stole the term from object-oriented programming because 
I liked the sound of it, and the metaphor quickly caught on. But I only know the barest 
facts about object-oriented programming, though what I know of it makes it seem 
like there are some analogies. Concepts such as ‘encapsulation’ and the idea that the 
elements of the program are split off from the program as a systematic whole seem 
clearly related to my thinking. It may be the case that object-oriented programming 
feeds into ‘capitalist rent’ by allowing software companies to close off the internal 
aspects of the programming, as Alexander Galloway rather irrelevantly claimed in his 
well-known attack article ‘The Poverty of Philosophy’. But object-oriented philosophy 
is simply an attempt to talk about the way things are cut off from their environment in 
some fashion, and in some ways even from their own components. I have always seen 
my work as being on the opposite side of the fence from computational architecture. 
It seems to me that people doing computation in architecture are more interested in 
Quentin Meillassoux than in my own work. My impression has been that people doing 
computation sometimes misread object-oriented ontology as a formalistic project, one 
that can treat things in terms of exact mathematical models or even eternal platonic 
forms. But that is closer to Meillassoux and Badiou.
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Joseph Bedford: The interpretation of your work in this formalist way seems to limit it 
to only the level of representational objects created in language such as symbol systems 
and code, whereas your philosophy has a lot more to say about a whole different range 
of kinds of objects from symbolic objects, to institutional objects, to concrete material 
objects to ephemeral objects like happenings and events. Your philosophy seems more 
expansive than its current reception within architecture by those who have interpreted 
it from the vantage of computational work so far.

Graham Harman: This is true. The whole point of object-oriented philosophy is to 
allow every level to be equally real, not to choose some privileged computational level 
such as cellular automata, as in Stephen Wolfram’s conception. Wolfram has us follow 
simple rules, and starts with very simple shapes, and has us end up with complexity. But 
that is not what object-oriented philosophy is about. Instead, it is about trying to say 
that every level has an autonomous reality that is partly cut off from the conditions that 
gave rise to it. Object-oriented philosophy is not interested in saying that complexity 
can be accounted for in terms of simple underlying factors, because it does not care 
about a supposed ‘ultimate’ layer more than about any other layer.

Jessica Reynolds: Adam Sharr’s discussion of what he called the ‘Circus Architectura’ 
also relates to this idea that your philosophy could suggest another kind of conception 
of architectural symbols and images other than currently used by architectural 
computationalists. Adam used Christian Kerez’s House with One Wall as an example 
and spoke at moments about the various architectural images, precedents and 
references Kerez would have drawn upon from his imagination. Adam discussed how 
the fictions that architects use have a semi-autonomy from one another and from 
the architect. Can we ask you whether you think your philosophy could lead on to a 
theory of signification in which the ‘sign’ has a certain object-quality, being a relatively 
autonomous unit within a dynamic economy, over which the subject has no mastery. 
If we think of a sign as an object, we could apply your philosophy and talk about how 
the subject approaches the sign obliquely and by allusion.

Graham Harman: Theories of signification in philosophy have often tended towards 
anti-realism. This is a problem. Such theories have privileged the sign over the 
signified and claimed that there is no transcendental signified, whereas for me, there 
is a real signified. There is something there that cannot be known directly but has to 
be approached obliquely or allusively. I am a full-blown realist, and I do not think 
philosophy can work if you do not include the real and insist that it is plural as well.

Jessica Reynolds: You have written of your interest in the category of aesthetics as 
philosophically important, and you have often spoken about poetic allusion, metaphor 
and humour. Would you be interested in an architecture concerned with such things 
as metaphor and humour, as forms of allure?

Graham Harman: Aristotle in the Poetics says that tragedy is about people better 
than we are and comedy is about people worse than we are, which is a very concise 
formulation. It is worth asking: ‘In what sense are people in comedy worse than we 
are?’ Some comic characters are wealthier than we are, more beautiful, more intelligent 
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or more successful, and yet they can still be comical. So how are they still worse than 
we are despite these many superiorities? It seems that they are worse only insofar as 
they take things seriously that we ourselves do not take seriously. In some sense the 
comic agent is someone who is sincerely absorbed in things that we ourselves know 
to be trivial, petty or stupid. I am not sure what the relationship between architecture 
and humour would be, or even the relationship between architecture and allure, but I 
hope it will be one of the pleasures of my oldage to see (or even inhabit) buildings that 
reflect these notions.

Joseph Bedford: You have already said something quite inspiring to architects. You 
have spoken about how architecture contributes something to philosophy because it is 
a form of knowledge that one could never fully know, nor fully not know. This suggests 
architecture, as a way of thinking, is suited to your philosophy, and philosophy in 
general, because it is already a kind of practical knowledge.

Graham Harman: I have even written an article entitled ‘Aesthetics as First Philosophy’, 
a claim that is intended quite seriously. Aesthetics is about the tension between objects 
and qualities, as opposed to analytic and scientistic philosophy, where knowledge stands 
at the centre. But it is not possible to place knowledge at the centre, for all the reasons 
Socrates already gave. According to Meno’s paradox it is pointless to look for anything, 
because if you already have it, there is clearly no need to look for it, and if you do not 
already have it, then you will not recognize it when you find it. Socrates’ classic answer 
to such sophistry is that Meno’s paradox presents a false alternative. We are actually 
situated in between those two extremes. We neither have nor do not have things. We are 
neither gods nor animals. We do not have wisdom, yet we also do not not have wisdom. 
What we have is the love of wisdom, which of course is what philosophia means.

 Lorens Holm: Space possesses a realness to which we are always drawn, but 
which will always escape us. We are drawn to space out of love the way we are drawn 
to wisdom (thanks Graham), love of what is real, real love. With the loss of love, this 
trope becomes repetition. Love becomes repetition; and repetition is the hallmark of 
the death drive, the drive towards death.

Graham Harman: This has been lost in all those philosophies that take scientific 
knowledge or mathematical formalization to stand at the centre of our profession. For 
the past 400 years philosophy has slavishly tried to emulate either deductive geometry 
or the natural sciences. But why should philosophy not take the arts and architecture 
as its model instead?

One of the good things about the arts and architecture is that they are under 
significant pressure not to reduce anything. An artist is not going to say that this 
painting here is nothing more than the canvas and pigment that were used to compose 
it. An artist is not going to say that this painting is 40 per cent pigment, 52 per cent 
stretched canvas and  8 per cent ambient light. You might do that as a deliberately 
Dadaist exercise, but it cannot be the normal case. An artist is also not going to say 
that the artwork is nothing more than its interpretation by each and every viewer; that 
would just be facile relativism. There is a reality to the artwork. Some interpretations 



Graham Harman 35

are better than others. You cannot replace a gallery full of artworks with a set of typed 
prose descriptions of them, unless, again, you are doing that for some deliberately 
contrived Dadaist reason. There is something about the works themselves that is 
irreplaceable. The same holds true for buildings or for anything that is designed. You 
are not going to reduce an architectural work to its materials. You are also not going 
to reduce it to its current relations with the environment (which could change) or to 
any particular client demands, which are going to be irrelevant when the client dies 
and someone else inherits the building. There is a reality you are creating that lies in 
between those two extremes. In that sense architecture is already very close to what 
philosophy does.

Joseph Bedford: Let us turn for a moment to the topic of ‘autonomy’, which has been 
a central topic in architectural discourse in recent history, with figures like Aldo 
Rossi, who advocated for a philosophical position in which there was some kind of 
withdrawal of the actual building from its current context. Even though Rossi was 
interested in historical archetypes and deep memory, he was a neo-rationalist that, at 
another level, opposed the contextualists of his time.

Jessica Reynolds: Yes, and there has since been a reaction to the idea of autonomy, 
explored through various ways of decomposing the identity of the building as a 
discrete object. Diller and Scofidio’s ‘Blur Building’ literally tries to do this. There have 
also been several projects that try to dissolve the form of the building into its ground, 
or its surrounding landscape, such as Eisenman’s ‘City of Culture’. Given this recent 
history of autonomy and reactions to it, how would you differentiate your provocative 
suggestion that architects should think about an architecture of ‘non-communication, 
surprise, and retreat’?

Graham Harman: I recently read the transcript of a discussion between Patrick 
Schumacher and Peter Eisenman. Schumacher told Eisenman something like: ‘one of 
the things I don’t like about your work is that you try to do it all with syntax. You 
shouldn’t try to do it all with syntax, since there is also semantics’. Meaning, of course, 
that it cannot just be a matter of interesting shapes. There has to be some social 
relatedness to architecture. But I would disagree with both sides of this debate, for 
reasons I have already published in the context of literary theory. On one side (in 
architecture, literature and elsewhere) you have people who want to take away the 
autonomy of the work, who want to insist that it’s grounded in a social context and 
a material history. But of course you cannot just say that Shakespeare was a product 
of the social energies of the Elizabethan era. There were a lot of writers in England at 
the time and only one of them was Shakespeare. You can also move Shakespeare to 
another country or culture and he is still a great success. So it is not merely a product 
of context. In a sense, any great work frees itself from its context. It becomes a kind of 
escape pod from its environment that can travel elsewhere. That is what distinguishes 
great literature from what they call ‘period pieces’, which are simply reflections of their 
time and place.

This might seem to push me towards formalism and towards someone like 
Greenberg, who holds that an artwork is completely independent of its context and 


