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Introduction
 

The original plan for Skirmishes was drawn up some years ago, 
though for various reasons it fell through the cracks of expand-
ing professional obligations. My first idea for the book was to 
respond in alphabetical order to nearly everyone who, by that 
point, had written a critique of Speculative Realism (SR) or 
Object-Oriented Ontology (OOO). That plan is no longer fea-
sible, given the now sizable literature — both positive and nega-
tive — on these closely related philosophical currents. What I 
will do instead is spend Part One on a quartet of books devoted 
in whole or in part to OOO, and Part Two on a series of shorter 
engagements with critics. The ordering of sections in Part Two 
is neither chronological nor random, but arranged in a way I 
hope will be useful to the reader.

Let’s speak first about Part One. The year 2014 was as a mile-
stone of sorts for my colleagues and me. In that year, the first 
four monographs on SR and OOO were published. From most to 
least favorable in tone, they are as follows:

• Tom Sparrow, The End of Phenomenology: Metaphysics and 
the New Realism

• Steven Shaviro, The Universe of Things: On Speculative Real-
ism 

• Peter Gratton, Speculative Realism: Problems and Prospects
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• Peter Wolfendale, Object-Oriented Philosophy: The Noume-
non’s New Clothes 

As subway officials might say, this map is not to scale. Shaviro is 
barely more negative than Sparrow, while Wolfendale’s ISIS-like 
assault is far more openly hostile than Gratton’s smirking and 
eye-rolling account. The first three books on the list are slim 
volumes and quick reads, but the fourth is a tome so massive, 
and so awkward in typeface and physical form, that I would 
never dream of taking it to a coffee shop with the others. Yet 
considered together, they offer a good sampling of the range of 
attitudes towards SR and OOO found among those contemporary 
philosophers who have paid some attention to these trends. Ide-
ally, I would have written a quick response to all of these books 
shortly after publication, so as to maintain the rapid pace of de-
bate once found in the now-dormant blogosphere; against all 
expectations, it took longer than expected to sit down and finish 
these pages.

In Part Two, I have added briefer accounts of other critics of 
OOO. To name them in order of appearance, I will cover Alberto 
Toscano, Christopher Norris, Dan Zahavi, and Stephen Mulhall. 
There are others who could also have fit but were excluded for 
one reason or another. Of these, I especially appreciate the ef-
forts of Ian James in The Technique of Thought; maybe I will have 
the chance to respond to him elsewhere.1 The critiques of OOO 
by Elizabeth Povinelli and Adrian J. Ivakhiv have also been on 
my radar, and I will try to deal with them in the near future if 
the opportunity arises.2 

If we provisionally accept the claim of José Ortega y Gasset 
that a generation lasts exactly fifteen years, then the explosion of 
critical responses in 2014 came a full generation after the birth 

1 Ian James, “The Relational Universe,” in The Technique of Thought: Nancy, 
Laruelle, Malabou, and Stiegler after Naturalism (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2019), 55–120.

2 Elizabeth Povinelli, Geontologies: A Requiem to Late Liberalism (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2016); Adrian Ivakhiv, Shadowing the Anthropocene: 
Eco-Realism for Turbulent Times (Earth: punctum books, 2018).
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of Object-Oriented Philosophy in my Chicago apartment and 
roughly a half-generation after the Speculative Realists first met 
in London.3 We are no longer outsiders who hope for a hearing, 
but recognized enemies of those who prefer the settled older 
discourse of 1990s Anglophone continental philosophy, with 
its ceaseless prayers to Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and a 
handful of related authors — nearly all of them native speakers 
of French or German. Further evidence of the ripening public 
discourse about OOO and SR can be seen in the fact that the four 
book authors of 2014 all basically know what they are talking 
about, even in those moments when I find them off the mark. 
By contrast with our worst-informed critics, even the caustic 
Wolfendale shows a praiseworthy diligence.

Warm thanks are due to Eileen A. Joy for recruiting me to 
write this book for punctum and for patiently enduring the 
unforeseen delays in completing it. And while I’m at it, I am 
grateful to Lily Brewer for giving the manuscript a remarkably 
thorough edit, and to Vincent W.J. van Gerven Oei for produc-
ing this beautiful object.

3 José Ortega y Gasset, “Preface for Germans,” in Phenomenology and Art, 
trans. P.W. Silver (New York: Norton, 1975), 24–70; Ray Brassier, Iain Ham-
ilton Grant, Graham Harman, and Quentin Meillassoux, “Speculative Real-
ism,” in Collapse III, ed. Robin Mackay (Falstaff: Urbanomic, 2007), 306–
449.
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Tom Sparrow
The End of Phenomenology

The End of Phenomenology is the second of three courageous 
books already published by Tom Sparrow, the others being Levi-
nas Unhinged (2013) and Plastic Bodies (2015). By “courageous” I 
mean that none of these books has been greeted warmly in those 
circles most capable of benefitting the next decade of Sparrow’s 
career. He speaks what he considers to be the truth and refuses 
to flatter academic magnificoes of any stripe. The End of Phe-
nomenology has already received a stern printed rebuke from 
Dan Zahavi, the chief gatekeeper of phenomenology in Genera-
tion X, who is also a target of riposte in chapter 7 below.1 Plastic 
Bodies was abused in shoddy fashion by a number of anonymous 
mainstream phenomenologists before finding a suitable pub-
lishing home. Sparrow’s head and backbone are strong enough 
that he has no need of my encouragement; I mention these in-
cidents only for the sake of younger readers who may someday 
find themselves obstructed in similar fashion.

For disclosure purposes, I should note that The End of Phe-
nomenology was published by Edinburgh University Press in the 
Speculative Realism series that I edit myself. Certainly, we have 
made a point to include quality volumes in that series by authors 

1 Dan Zahavi, “The End of What? Phenomenology vs. Speculative Realism,” 
International Journal of Philosophical Studies 24, no. 3 (2016): 289–309.
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with whom I have significant philosophical disagreement, such 
as Markus Gabriel and especially Adrian Johnston.2 Sparrow’s 
book is a different sort of case. Other than my own volume on 
Quentin Meillassoux, there is perhaps no work in the series with 
which I agree more wholeheartedly.3 The End of Phenomenology 
makes the argument that phenomenology is haunted by a disa-
vowed anti-realism, that it is ill-equipped to deliver us “to the 
things themselves” despite its habitual claim to do so, and that 
Speculative Realism has raised the banner of reality in a manner 
of which phenomenology is inherently incapable. I agree with all 
of this, as well as with Sparrow’s skepticism toward the supposed 
showcase moments of “realism” in phenomenology: above all in 
the writings of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, whose recent influence 
in the philosophy of mind has made him arguably more influen-
tial than Edmund Husserl himself.4 On the whole, my disagree-
ments with Sparrow range from minor to moderate. One such 
disagreement is that I am less enthusiastic than Sparrow about 
Lee Braver’s “transgressive realism,” a supposed third way that 
blends the advantages of realism and anti-realism while avoid-
ing the defects of both.5 Another is that whereas Sparrow doubts 
whether phenomenology has a clear method at all, I am con-
vinced that it does.

Some who read Sparrow’s words about my philosophy in 
The End of Phenomenology might be misled into thinking that 
he is a fellow practitioner of object-oriented ontology (OOO) in 

2 Markus Gabriel, Fields of Sense: A New Realist Ontology (Edinburgh: Ed-
inburgh University Press, 2015); Adrian Johnston, Adventures in Transcen-
dental Materialism: Dialogues with Contemporary Thinkers (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2014).

3 Graham Harman, Quentin Meillassoux: Philosophy in the Making, 2nd edn. 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015).

4 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith 
(London: Routledge, 2002); Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 
trans. Alphonso Lingis (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968); 
Edmund Husserl, Logical Investigations, 2 vols., ed. Dermot Moran, trans. 
J.N. Findlay (London: Routledge, 2001).

5 Lee Braver, “On Not Settling the Issue of Realism,” in Speculations IV, eds. 
Michael Austin et al. (Earth: punctum books, 2013), 9–14.
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the manner of Ian Bogost, Levi R. Bryant, or Timothy Morton.6 
That is not the case. The intellectual bond that unites Sparrow 
and me is looser than this, though perhaps it will prove just as 
durable — namely, we both spent our formative years with phe-
nomenology and treasure its greatest insights while remaining 
frustrated by its limitations. There is a basic sympathy between 
us, then, in our agreement that phenomenology is something to 
cherish, then vigorously critique, then leave behind for some-
thing else. This peculiar relation to phenomenology may also 
explain why Sparrow and I are both drawn so strongly to the 
work and person of Alphonso Lingis, whose attitude toward the 
school is similar.7

By contrast, consider the case of my one-time colleagues in 
Speculative Realism. Among them is Ray Brassier, whose viscer-
al loathing for phenomenology — primarily due to its “brack-
eting” of the natural world — is rarely concealed whenever he 
mentions Husserl’s way of thinking.8 Iain Hamilton Grant seems 
mostly indifferent to phenomenology, and his most passionate 
concerns lie in a totally different sector of the history of phi-
losophy: German Idealism and Gilles Deleuze. As for Quentin 
Meillassoux, though he sometimes insists on his admiration for 
the school, his praise for phenomenology is notably vague and 
faint. As he once put it in an interview, “I am a diligent reader 
of the great phenomenologists […] phenomenology remains for 
me a formidable descriptive enterprise of the complexities of the 
given.”9 The first problem with this is that phenomenology is not 

6 Levi R. Bryant, The Democracy of Objects (Ann Arbor: Open Humanities 
Press, 2011); Ian Bogost, Alien Phenomenology, or What It’s Like to Be a 
Thing (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012); Timothy Mor-
ton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013).

7 Tom Sparrow, ed., The Alphonso Lingis Reader (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2018).

8 Ray Brassier, Nihil Unbound: Enlightenment and Extinction (New York: Pal-
grave, 2007).

9 Quentin Meillassoux, qtd. in Graham Harman, Quentin Meillassoux: Phi-
losophy in the Making, 2nd edn. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2015), 219.



20

skirmishes

solely, or even primarily, about “description.” In Sparrow’s criti-
cal words: “Today, anything is called phenomenology so long as 
it involves some kind of subjective description of experience.”10 
But if this were all it took, Sparrow notes, it would lead to the 
baffling conclusion that “Melville [is] a phenomenologist of 
whaling, Thoreau a phenomenologist of walking, or Foucault a 
phenomenologist of power” (5). The second problem with Meil-
lassoux’s praise of phenomenology is that he by no means grants 
high philosophical status to description, which he treats with rel-
ative disdain by contrast with deduction. Thus, his compliment 
for phenomenology’s descriptive skills is backhanded at best.11

OOO is the only strand of Speculative Realism to make room 
for Husserlian phenomenology at the core of its approach, and 
not even the whole of OOO. Among my object-oriented col-
leagues, Bryant is a Deleuzean who draws nothing from Husserl 
for his own position, since the phenomenological tension be-
tween intentional objects and their adumbrations disappears for 
him in favor of the single term “local manifestations.”12 Bogost 
did write a book called Alien Phenomenology, but it is certainly 
not phenomenology in the Husserlian sense of the term.13 Mor-
ton’s philosophical background was initially shaped by Derrida, 
and though he has a deep respect for Husserl, he is not emo-
tionally invested in phenomenology in the same way as Lingis, 
Sparrow, or I. When Sparrow says in his book that “Harman 
has no patience for curt dismissals of Husserl” (116), the same 
can be said of Sparrow himself, even if this proves insufficient 
for an enforcer like Zahavi. This is the nature of my intellectual 
alliance with Sparrow, and our admiration for phenomenology 

10 Tom Sparrow, The End of Phenomenology: Metaphysics and the New Realism 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), 9. Subsequent page refer-
ences are given between parentheses in the main text.

11 Quentin Meillassoux, After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of Contin-
gency, trans. Ray Brassier (London: Continuum, 2008), 38.

12 Levi R. Bryant, Difference and Givenness: Deleuze’s Transcendental Empiri-
cism and the Ontology of Immanence (Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press, 2008); Bryant, The Democracy of Objects.

13 Bogost, Alien Phenomenology.
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survives our shared critique. It would be a good thing if our phe-
nomenological critics would at least acknowledge this point.

Realism and Anti-Realism in Continental Philosophy

The central argument of Sparrow’s book is that phenomenology 
is guilty of a “disavowed antirealism” (ix), and that by avoiding 
this peculiar defect, Speculative Realism is the true heir to phe-
nomenology’s purported turn to the things themselves. Need-
less to say, I agree with this assessment. But in order to explain 
why I agree, we should begin with some general reflections on 
philosophical realism before returning to Sparrow’s book.

“Realism” is a flexible term that has numerous and some-
times opposite meanings in different fields. Political, mathemat-
ical, literary, and pictorial realism are not automatic philosophi-
cal allies; indeed, they often lead us in opposite directions. For 
example, mathematical realism is committed to the existence 
of an ideal realm of perfect numbers and shapes, while politi-
cal (Thomas Hobbes, Carl Schmitt) and literary realism (Émile 
Zola, Theodore Dreiser) mock all hope of perfection, asking in-
stead that we face up to brute material existence in all its ugli-
ness. A different case is pictorial realism, which need not exhibit 
outright ugliness but only a commitment to the illusionism of a 
plausible three-dimensional scene, as opposed to Byzantine or 
cubist abstraction or the outlandish figures of surrealist paint-
ing. Even within philosophy there is room for confusion about 
the word. George Berkeley, despite being the most anti-realist 
major philosopher in Western history, is sometimes called a “di-
rect realist” in the sense that he holds that the images viewed by 
the mind are all the reality we can hope for and are not just “rep-
resentations” of something more real outside the mind, as John 
Locke would have it.14 But this is a derivative use of the term. 

14 George Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, 
ed. Kenneth P. Winkler (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1982); 
John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 2 vols. (New York: 
Dover, 1959).
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What most people understand philosophical realism to mean is 
the view that reality has an existence independent of the human 
mind. Though I will claim that this definition is still inadequate, 
it is a reasonable starting point for discussion; any remaining 
problems can be dealt with as we go along. 

Some years ago, Bogost was visiting the archives of the newly 
deceased Richard Rorty. He reported an amusing remark from 
Rorty’s unpublished papers, which I quote haphazardly from 
memory: “Every ten years or so,” the philosopher began, “some-
one writes a book with a title something like Beyond Realism 
and Idealism. And it always turns out that what’s beyond realism 
and idealism is — idealism!” Rorty was presumably speaking of 
intermittent claims within analytic philosophy to have passed 
beyond the classic realism/anti-realism dispute. But the situa-
tion in continental philosophy is much worse, since this entire 
subfield has long been tacitly committed to the claim that we 
stand “beyond” both alternatives. In part this can be traced to 
G.W.F. Hegel, whose claim to have domesticated Kant’s hidden 
noumenon as a special case of what appears is often accepted by 
continentals without further comment.15 But even more of the 
blame must go to the phenomenological tradition of Husserl, 
Heidegger, and their lesser allies, since here it is customary to 
treat the realism question as a “pseudo-problem”: after all, we 
are “always already outside ourselves” in intending objects or 
handling equipment. Although counterexamples are sometimes 
given of realist trends in earlier continental philosophy (Nico-
lai Hartmann, or the Munich phenomenologists) these partial 
exceptions prove the rule, since Hegel, Husserl, and Heidegger 
have influenced hundreds of thousands of readers, while the 
others are generally read by a small number of specialists. Nei-
ther realism nor anti-realism has ever gained much traction in 
continental philosophy, since the whole point was to view these 
two options as naïve and already surpassed. In more recent con-
tinental thought, there was an initial realist surge in the early 

15 G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1977).
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1990s thanks to Maurizio Ferraris in Turin.16 In Anglophone 
continental circles, realism returned to the forefront in 2002 
with Manuel DeLanda’s Intensive Science and Virtual Philoso-
phy as well as my own Tool-Being.17 The controversy provoked 
by these two books has sometimes led to mockery by analytic 
philosophers, in whose own subfield the realism/anti-realism 
dispute has been an openly discussed topic from the start. But 
we could easily play the ridicule game in reverse, laughing at the 
shock to analytic philosophy provided by Saul Kripke’s theory 
of reference, given that Husserl’s own treatment of “nominal 
acts” in the Logical Investigations more than foreshadowed the 
insight that led to the vicious priority dispute between Kripke, 
Ruth Barcan Marcus, and one or more thinkers from Finland.18 
One can always attempt to devalue philosophers by finding pre-
decessors to their insights, yet only in rare cases of outright ig-
norance or robbery does the second occurrence add nothing to 
the first. Today’s continental realism is a different bird from the 
realisms of yesteryear, as the present book will show in several 
distinct ways.

A significant contribution to the theme was made by Braver 
in 2007, in his outstanding work A Thing of This World: A His-
tory of Continental Anti-Realism, one of the signal achievements 
of its decade in continental thought. While Braver’s book has 
numerous merits, two in particular stand out. First, he no long-
er permits continental philosophy to present itself evasively as 
somehow standing beyond the realism/anti-realism dispute. For 
the first time in memory, and perhaps the first time in history, 
he candidly describes continental philosophy as an anti-realist 
movement (the mysterious absence of Husserl from Braver’s 

16 Maurizio Ferraris, Manifesto of New Realism, trans. Sarah De Sanctis (Al-
bany: SUNY Press, 2014).

17 Manuel DeLanda, Intensive Science and Virtual Philosophy (London: Con-
tinuum, 2002); Graham Harman, Tool-Being: Heidegger and the Metaphys-
ics of Objects (Chicago: Open Court, 2002).

18 Husserl, Logical Investigations, 2:169; Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980); Ruth Barcan Markus, “Mo-
dalities and Intensional Languages,” Synthese 13, no. 4 (1961): 303–22.
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story is the one unfortunate lacuna). More than this, he sees the 
continentals as having been rather successful along their anti-
realist path: “Overall, I think the continental thinkers carry out 
the implications of anti-realism further and more consistently 
than do their analytic counterparts.”19 Second, Braver shows 
exemplary awareness of the ambiguities of the term “realism.” 
Thus, he begins his book with a scrupulous glossary that lists 
six different meanings of realism (R 1–6), paired with their cor-
responding anti-realist inversions (A 1–6). In an early review 
of Braver’s book I argued that he was missing a seventh pair, 
and DeLanda later added an eighth and a ninth.20 Whatever one 
makes of our disputes with his list, Braver’s initial project re-
mains of crucial importance for the future of continental philos-
ophy, that professionally marginalized but influential subfield. 
Continental thought needs to face up to the realism question 
more directly, and should also be more aware of the different in-
flections of the term “realism” itself. Although Braver does this 
on behalf of anti-realism, and Speculative Realism on behalf of 
the opposite term, the two trends share much in common. At 
the end of this chapter, I will address the apparent shift in Brav-
er’s position, since 2007, from overt anti-realism to what looks 
like a more qualified stance.

While mainstream continental philosophers are generally 
dismissive of realism — which they usually call “naïve” realism, 
with no demonstration of why it is naïve — it is just as hard to 
find a full-blown continental idealist. It is usually Hegelians who 
come the closest, though even they are quick to insist that He-
gel is an “objective” idealist, meaning that he is not trapped in 
some merely subjective standpoint. In short, nearly everyone 
in continental circles is confidently “beyond” the realism/anti-
realism dispute; in practice, what this means is that thought and 

19 Lee Braver, A Thing of This World: A History of Continental Anti-Realism 
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2007), 514.

20 Graham Harman, “A Festival of Anti-Realism: Braver’s History of Conti-
nental Thought,” Philosophy Today 52, no. 2 (Summer 2008): 197–210. Ma-
nuel DeLanda and Graham Harman, The Rise of Realism (Malden: Polity 
Press, 2017).
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the world are treated as existing only in correlation with each 
other rather than independently. Meillassoux once told me that 
he coined the term “correlationism” in 2002 or 2003 precisely 
because he was so tired of people telling him that they were 
not idealists, on the grounds that Kant provides a “refutation of 
idealism” and Husserl knows that we are always already outside 
ourselves in intending objects. Though I had earlier used the 
term “philosophy of access” to mean much the same thing, I was 
quick to recognize the superior flexibility and relevance of Meil-
lassoux’s term, and it strikes me as a permanent contribution to 
the philosophical lexicon.21 (However, I should note that Niki 
Young has recently made a strong case that the two terms ought 
to be kept distinct.22) That said, numerous critics have refused to 
accept the term “correlationism,” for reasons I generally regard 
as caviling and flimsy.23 My aim for now is only to set the table for 
Sparrow’s discussion of phenomenology, and thus it is sufficient 
to repeat what I have written elsewhere about Meillassoux’s own 
attempt, which one can only regard as failed, to escape correla-
tionism.24 We note first that he distinguishes between “weak” 
and “strong” varieties of this doctrine. Weak correlationism is 
exemplified by the Kantian thesis that we can think of a thing-
in-itself beyond thought but cannot know it, though at least it 
is possible to speak meaningfully about the Ding an sich. Strong 
correlationism, by contrast, holds that even this is impossible. 
If we speak of a thing-in-itself outside thought, this is itself a 
thought, and hence there is no escape from what Meillassoux 
calls the correlational circle. To summarize, weak correlation-
ism is a philosophy of finitude, while strong correlationism is 
strongly anti-finitude, just like Meillassoux himself. OOO pro-
ceeds differently. Beginning with Kant’s weak correlationism, we 
radicalize it not by denying finitude but by claiming that it char-

21 Harman, Tool-Being; Meillassoux, After Finitude. 
22 Niki Young, “On Correlationism and the Philosophy of (Human) Access: 

Meillassoux and Harman,” Open Philosophy 2 (2020): 42–52.
23 See for instance David Golumbia, “‘Correlationism’: The Dogma That Never 

Was,” boundary 2 43, no. 2 (May 2016): 1–25.
24 Harman, Quentin Meillassoux, 14–23.
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acterizes all objects, not just humans. This shows additionally 
that while correlationism is usually treated as an “agnostic” po-
sition on reality, it is inherently unstable. The strong correlation-
ist is someone who says, “to think a thing outside thought is to 
think it, and therefore it is automatically a thing inside thought.” 
The thing-in-itself is therefore rendered meaningless, and hence 
the strong correlationist is already an idealist. But Meillassoux 
attempts to finesse the point by saying roughly that just because 
we cannot think the in-itself does not mean that it necessarily 
does not exist. Yet this argument fails, since Meillassoux is saved 
from idealism only by the supposed difference between (a) our 
inability to think the in-itself and (b) its inability to exist. But 
by his own assumptions we cannot even conceive of option (b), 
given that the possibly unthinkable in-itself outside thought was 
converted in advance — by the correlational circle — into an in-
itself for thought. For this reason, both strong correlationism 
and Meillassoux’s own proposed speculative materialism are re-
ally just forms of idealism, however “materialist” they may claim 
to be. Meanwhile, the weak correlationist is indeed a sort of re-
alist, since the thing-in-itself is held to exist even though we are 
unable to access it directly.

If we adopt this realist alternative, as I propose, then it must 
be distinguished from the realism of knowledge: which holds 
not only that there is a reality outside the mind, but also that 
we are capable of grasping it. This type of realism nearly always 
flatters the natural sciences as our exemplary means of grasp-
ing the real, as in Paul Boghossian’s Fear of Knowledge, which 
is primarily concerned with attacking relativism.25 By contrast, 
philosophies that give priority to mathematics (such as those 
of Meillassoux and Alain Badiou) veer instead towards ideal-
ism, usually clothed in the alibi of “materialism.”26 Another typi-

25 Paul Boghossian, Fear of Knowledge: Against Relativism and Constructivism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). For a critique of this book, see 
Graham Harman, “Fear of Reality: Realism and Infra-Realism,” The Monist 
98, no. 2 (April 2015): 126–44.

26 Alain Badiou, Being and Event, trans. Oliver Feltham (London: Continuum, 
2005).
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cal example of a realist confident in his ability to obtain direct 
knowledge is the analytic philosopher Michael Devitt, who de-
fines “strong scientific realism” as the view that there not only 
exists a reality outside the mind, but that it “(approximately) 
obey[s] the laws of science.”27 This differs from what he deri-
sively terms “Weak, or Fig-Leaf Realism. Something objectively 
exists independently of the mental.”28 As to what is wrong with 
this “Fig-Leaf ” brand of realism, Devitt tells us that it “is so 
weak as to be uninteresting; but it is worth stating, because it 
is all that many so-called realists are committed to.”29 Presum-
ably the “uninteresting” character of Fig-Leaf Realism for him 
is that it merely proclaims realism as an alibi against falling into 
anti-realism, when, as Devitt sees it, a true realist ought to be 
committed to the natural sciences as our eminent route of access 
to the “something [that] objectively exists independently of the 
mental.” In other words, the point seems to be that we can either 
speak of reality in the terms of natural science, or we must pass 
over it in silence, with the Fig-Leaf Realist confined to the latter 
option. Continental idealists sometimes make the similar objec-
tion that OOO becomes mired in little more than a “negative the-
ology.” Elsewhere I have responded to Adrian Johnston’s charge 
along these lines. The gist of my response is that our discussion 
of the outside world is not “science or bust,” nor even “prose 
discursive propositions or bust.”30 For in fact, much human cog-
nition occurs at a level that has nothing to do with the discursive 
capture of reality by concepts. Art is one good example of this, 
and Socratic philosophia another.31 The fact that so many people 
are happy to turn philosophy into the handmaid of natural sci-

27 Michael Devitt, Realism and Truth, 2nd edn. (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1997), 347.

28 Ibid., 23.
29 Ibid.
30 Adrian Johnston, “Points of Forced Freedom: Eleven (More) Theses on Ma-

terialism,” in Speculations IV, eds. Michael Austin et al. (Earth: punctum 
books, 2013), 91–98; Graham Harman, Immaterialism: Objects and Social 
Theory (Cambridge: Polity, 2016), 29–32.

31 Graham Harman, “The Third Table,” in The Book of Books, ed. Carolyn 
Christov-Bakargiev (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2012), 540–42.
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ence is evidence of how much they have forgotten the lessons 
of the Meno concerning the difference between philosophy and 
knowledge, as attested by Socrates’ repeated and unironic pro-
fessions of ignorance.32

An alternative model of realism is the sort devoted to some-
thing like the inaccessible thing-in-itself, which is probably the 
unluckiest concept in the history of Western philosophy. The 
vast majority of philosophers today would agree that Kantian 
philosophy marked a revolutionary change in our discipline. 
The thing-in-itself, unattainable to finite human cognition, is 
surely the centerpiece of his system, insofar as it renders the old 
“dogmatic” metaphysics impossible. Nonetheless, there is vir-
tually no one today willing to defend the Ding an sich, under 
penalty of being called either a “Fig-Leaf Realist” or a “negative 
theologian.” One distinctive trait of OOO is its insistence on the 
noumenon, which can never be made directly present through 
knowledge or by any other means, though it showers us con-
stantly with effects that are detectable indirectly. The fact that a 
black hole is not directly visible does not prevent us from saying 
and learning many things about it, and the same holds for the 
thing-in-itself. We simply need to hold in check those scientistic 
tendencies that want philosophy to have no other role than com-
menting, after the fact, on the most up-to-date achievements of 
science. As a corollary, aesthetic phenomena and metaphorical 
and rhetorical discourse must have a stronger place in our phi-
losophy than they usually do in our time.

But what is our reason for insisting on the thing-in-itself in 
the first place? There are several grounds for doing so, some of 
them involving an explication of Heidegger’s philosophy that 
need not be repeated here. Perhaps the simplest way to ex-
plain the need for realism is as follows. Anyone other than a 
full-blown Berkeleyan idealist will surely agree that knowledge 
is not the same thing as that which it knows — our knowledge 
of the sun, however extensive, is not itself the sun. While this 

32 Plato, Meno, trans. G.M.A. Grube, in Plato: Complete Works, ed. John M. 
Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), 870–97.
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may sound like a triviality, it becomes more interesting if we 
ask ourselves why any entity and our knowledge of it are differ-
ent. The practitioner of “Strong Scientific Realism” (or “Strong 
Mathematical Materialism,” as Meillassoux’s position might be 
called) has no other choice than to say that our knowledge of the 
sun consists of certain formal properties that are “the same” in 
both the sun and my knowledge of it, but that in the sun’s case 
those forms somehow inhere in something called “dead physical 
matter.” (We will return to this issue in chapter 4 in connection 
with Wolfendale.) But since no one has ever discovered formless 
matter — nor will it ever be discovered — this idea of matter is 
itself little more than a “fig leaf ” to prevent the full-blown ideal-
ist doctrine that the sun and my knowledge of it are one and the 
same. In fact, let’s call this position “Fig-Leaf Materialism.” The 
alternative, which OOO recommends, is that the form in the sun 
and the form in my knowledge of the sun are two very different 
things, and that the sun’s form cannot possibly enter my mind 
without translation. In a sense this revives the Jesuit thinker 
Francisco Suárez’s rejection of the Thomist conception of ma-
teria signata, though the most proximate influence for OOO on 
this point is Bruno Latour.33

Thus, we are not committed to an “uninteresting” existence 
of noumena, but to the view that there is much to be said about 
them, even if not in the way of direct propositional discourse. 
This, I repeat, merely places us back in the honorable lineage of 
Socrates. It also differentiates OOO from what might be called 
“realisms of the remainder,” which merely accept some sort of 
residue lying outside human access without letting it play any 
constructive role in the world itself. Some of these theories of 
excess or residue involve appeal to the shock, trauma, or resist-
ance of the outside world as proof of a “realism” that they then 
do little to develop, as in the discussions of “resistance” by Wil-

33 Francis Suarez, On Individuation: Metaphysical Disputation V: Individual 
Unity and Its Principle, trans. Jorge J.E. Gracia (Milwaukee: Marquette Uni-
versity Press, 1982); Bruno Latour, “Irreductions,” trans. John Law, in The 
Pasteurization of France, trans. Alan Sheridan and John Law (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1988), 153–238.
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helm Dilthey and Max Scheler that Sparrow mentions himself 
(43). The Real of Jacques Lacan, though intriguing in purely 
psychoanalytic terms, is also a fig-leaf realism, since it cannot 
exist except through being interlaced with the Symbolic and the 
Imaginary, both of which require a human subject.34 I would 
say the same of Jean-Luc Marion’s notion of “givenness” and 
the “saturated phenomenon,” Jacques Derrida’s trace-structure, 
and even of “alterity” in one of my favorite philosophers, Em-
manuel Levinas.35 What differentiates OOO from realisms of the 
remainder is that for us, the real does not exist only to surprise 
and exceed humans. This is why the usual formulation of philo-
sophical realism — “there is a reality outside the mind” — is in-
adequate. For the mind is not the only thing with an outside; the 
relation between the mind and a real thing is just one of many 
different kinds of relation. In many relations the human mind 
is not present at all, as with the interaction between comets and 
moons, or raindrops and tar. What realism truly refers to is the 
autonomous reality of each and every object in its own right, its 
untranslatability or inexhaustibility by the effects it happens to 
have on minds or on anything else. In short, the phenomenal/
noumenal distinction is not primarily one between people and 
non-people, but between any reality in its own right and its rela-
tion with anything else. Having clarified how several different 
approaches to realism and anti-realism bear on Speculative Re-
alism and OOO, we turn to Sparrow’s fine discussion of phenom-
enology itself.

34 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XXIII, ed. 
Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. A.R. Price (Malden: Polity, 2016).

35 Jean-Luc Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, 
trans. J.L. Kosky (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002); Jacques Der-
rida, Voice and Phenomenon: Introduction to the Problem of the Sign in Hus-
serl’s Phenomenology, trans. Leonard Lawlor (Evanston: Northwestern Uni-
versity Press, 2010); Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on 
Exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 
1969).



31

sparrow

Phenomenology and Speculative Realism

Sparrow’s book loses no time in identifying phenomenology 
with correlationism. His exclamation point is not in vain when, 
in the preface, he asks us to “think of how much effort phenom-
enology has put into fending off the language of realism and 
antirealism!” (xiii). In more positive terms, “phenomenology 
[…] is exclusively committed to investigating only those di-
mensions of human experience that take shape within the cor-
relation between thought and being” (2). Sparrow cites Zahavi’s 
praise of the correlation between subjectivity and world as es-
sential for phenomenology (15) and plausibly depicts Merleau-
Ponty as a correlationist ally (35).36 But which of the two sorts of 
correlationism do we find in phenomenology, weak or strong? 
Weak correlationism, with its acceptance of an unknowable 
thing-in-itself, would surely be a poor fit for Husserl, who re-
garded the Kantian an sich as an absurdity. Yet for the very same 
reason, Karl Ameriks argues that Husserl is already as realist as 
one can possibly be. Sparrow summarizes the issue as follows: 
“Meillassoux specifies that the kind of correlationism defended 
by phenomenology is strong correlationism, by which he means 
the view that the in itself is neither knowable nor thinkable. If 
Ameriks is right about Husserl, however, then the latter repre-
sents a weak form of correlationism.” (35). But there are genu-
ine problems with Ameriks’s reading, and Sparrow reminds us 
why: “[according to Ameriks] neither Husserl’s rejection of the 
thing in itself nor his claim that a ‘world outside our own’ is 
absurd force him […] to abandon realism. It is simply necessary 
for us to see that his transcendental idealism does not end in 
subjectivism” (33; italics added). Here again we have the favorite 
trick of Hegelians, who often change the topic of conversation 
from idealism to subjectivism, knowing as they do that the latter 
is an easier hurdle for Hegel to clear: just consider the subtitle 
of Frederick Beiser’s influential book on German Idealism, The 

36 He cites Dan Zahavi, Husserl’s Phenomenology (Stanford: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 2003).
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Struggle against Subjectivism.37 As Sparrow notes, “If it is true 
that Husserl’s position is not metaphysically neutral, it does not, 
however, lean towards realism. It leans toward idealism, even 
absolute idealism, in its steadfast commitment to the inescap-
ability of correlationism” (34).

A critical reader might now ask whether Sparrow himself 
is guilty of shifting the goalposts to his own benefit. He first 
claimed that phenomenology was a form of correlationism, but 
now seems to go further and call it a form of outright idealism. 
Indeed, the same critic might also note that Meillassoux himself 
is guilty of the same slippage, sometimes defining correlation-
ism in a way that includes Kantian weak correlationism, while 
at others requiring correlationism to be the strong form which 
holds that we cannot talk meaningfully about a thing-in-itself at 
all. But there is no contradiction here, even though Meillassoux 
later wished aloud that he had been more precise with his termi-
nology in After Finitude.38 For we have seen that the “weak” and 
“strong” versions are two different and equally legitimate ways 
that one can speak of correlationism. The weak version defines it 
as a philosophy which holds that we cannot speak of thought or 
world independently of each other, but only in their primal cor-
relation or rapport. This obviously includes Kant. But the strong 
version defines correlationism, as Meillassoux himself seems to 
prefer, as resulting from the correlational circle — the argument 
that we cannot think a thing outside thought without turning 
it into a thought, thereby bringing it back into the circle. This 
version does not include Kant, but does include Husserl and his 
rejection of the Ding an sich. But is Husserl a “strong correla-
tionist” as Sparrow said earlier in the book, or an “idealist” as 
he says now? As I see it this is no problem for Sparrow, because 

37 Frederick C. Beiser, German Idealism: The Struggle against Subjectivism, 
1781–1801 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008).

38 Quentin Meillassoux, “Iteration, Reiteration, Repetition: A Speculative 
Analysis of the Meaningless Sign,” trans. Robin Mackay and M. Gansen, 
in Genealogies of Speculation: Materialism and Subjectivity Since Structural-
ism, eds. Armen Avanessian and Suhail Malik (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 
117–97.
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there is no ontological distinction between strong correlation-
ism and idealism in the first place, despite Meillassoux’s urgent 
need to drive a wedge between them. In fact, strong correlation-
ism is really just idealism with an added fig leaf. To say that we 
cannot even speak meaningfully about a thing outside thought 
is tantamount to saying that nothing exists outside thought, no 
matter what Meillassoux claims on the matter. If Husserl were 
really just a weak correlationist, as Ameriks holds, then we 
could insulate Husserl from charges of idealism just as this is 
done for Kant: that is, by calling attention to his postulation of 
the thing-in-itself. But not only does Husserl postulate no such 
thing, he explicitly rejects it. This means he is actually a strong 
correlationist, and therefore slips into idealism as quickly as the 
German Idealists — or as Meillassoux, for that matter. It is re-
ally rather simple: if you accept the notion that it is “absurd” to 
speak of a thing outside thought, then you are an idealist. This 
is why a number of contemporary Continental idealists — Meil-
lassoux, Slavoj Žižek — prefer to change the subject and speak 
about materialism instead.

Sparrow is correct in saying that “the evidence of phenom-
enology is complicit with the antirealist streak of post-Kantian 
philosophy,” at least in the continental tradition (80). He rightly 
notes that when a phenomenologist starts speaking about “ext-
raphenomenal, transphenomenal, or nonphenomenal entities,” 
they are transgressing the rules of phenomenology itself (80). 
Stated differently, the point is not whether Husserl knows that 
the world exists when we are not looking at it, but whether Hus-
serl’s philosophy knows it. This is why token proclamations of 
faith in “the existence of the outside world” do nothing to al-
leviate the rampant forms of idealism that are too often prof-
fered by those who proclaim such faith. Thus, we need not 
look to the later career of Husserl to find idealism, though it 
certainly becomes more pronounced as time passes. As for Hei-
degger, Sparrow puts it best: “[although] already in Being and 
Time [he] seems only nominally committed to phenomenology, 
when he is, it sounds like antirealism” (26; punctuation modi-
fied). In the case of Merleau-Ponty, who is often portrayed as a 



34

skirmishes

futuristic, quasi-realist innovator, the atmosphere of idealism is 
overwhelming for anyone who reads him with a clear sense of 
what realism means. In Sparrow’s words, “one of Merleau-Pon-
ty’s chief lessons [is that] when it comes to perception, the very 
ground of all knowledge, it is possible to perceive the in itself, but 
this in itself is always only the in itself for us” (89). As Sparrow 
comments further, in response to Ted Toadvine’s work, “even if 
Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of nature does not issue from a fun-
damentally anthropocentric stance, it nevertheless situates the 
ground of nature, or what he calls ‘wild’ or ‘brute’ being, at the 
center of the human/nature chiasm” (154). These factors prompt 
Sparrow to offer some radical advice: “phenomenology should 
give up on realism and package itself instead as a formidable 
idealism” (12). More specifically, he suggests Hegelian Idealism 
as a promising new ally for phenomenologists (188–89).

Throughout Sparrow’s book, I agree with nearly everything 
he says about the weaknesses of phenomenology. Yet I am not so 
sure it is easy to radicalize Husserlian phenomenology into He-
gelian idealism. Although both of these philosophies are often 
portrayed as being “beyond” idealism even while embracing it, 
I find the realist alibis of Husserlian phenomenology more in-
triguing than Hegel’s. Although Sparrow does a fine job of chas-
ing down Husserl’s alibis and exposing them as shams, I still 
find them charming for reasons to be explained shortly. From 
the opening of his book, Sparrow is suitably ruthless in insist-
ing that phenomenology “can only underwrite a rhetoric of real-
ism, not a metaphysical realism” (xiv). He pulls no punches with 
his examples: “just because Merleau-Ponty provides us with a 
characteristically rich and evocative description of the day’s 
weather, then adds that he sincerely believes in the autonomous, 
mind-independent reality of meteorological events, this does 
not entail that phenomenology authorizes him to make realist 
commitments” (xiv). In metaphysical terms, “phenomenology 
appears as a dead-end that leaves its practitioners gesturing to-
ward the outside without ever actually stepping out of the house” 
(1). While much of phenomenology’s rhetoric of concreteness is 
tied up with “embodiment” (13), DeLanda is right when he calls 
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“the body” a realist alibi for otherwise non-realist philosophies, 
like a token minority member of an otherwise lily-white corpo-
rate board.39 Yes, Merleau-Ponty can always be summoned to 
testify about the “opacity” of perception (30) and the permanent 
bondedness of subject and object in the cosmic “flesh” that joins 
them (49). But Sparrow shows the weaknesses of such claims 
when he adds that “phenomenal contestation is no proof of the 
noumenal” (82).

By contrast with these anti-realist failings of phenomenol-
ogy, Sparrow is sanguine, I am pleased to note, about the cre-
dentials of Speculative Realism and especially about OOO. Some 
of his kind words need to be quoted here simply because they 
were later denied so vehemently by Zahavi. In his preface, Spar-
row claims that “it is ultimately necessary to close the door on 
phenomenology as an approach to realism. […] Speculative re-
alism signals the end of phenomenology” (xi). Moreover, “only 
speculative realism can actually get us out of Kant’s shadow” (1), 
and Speculative Realism is “a new, better-equipped vanguard” 
(12) for the task of returning to the things themselves. The final, 
short paragraph of Sparrow’s book reads as follows: “For too 
long we have believed that phenomenology is the philosophy 
best equipped to deliver the things themselves. In the wake of 
speculative realism this belief seems more and more unbeliev-
able” (190).

To repeat, I find Sparrow’s case concerning the “disavowed 
antirealism” of phenomenology to be conclusive. But as already 
mentioned, I am not convinced by his view that phenomenol-
ogy ought to be radicalized into a form of Hegelian Idealism. 
For there is an important difference between the respective ways 
that Husserl and Hegel deploy their idealisms. While defenders 
of Hegel frequently play the “objective idealism” card to soften 
accusations of idealism against their hero, it is worth noting 
that no one ever calls Hegel a realist. But while the defenders 
of phenomenology also do not frequently call Husserl a real-
ist, I mentioned that the realist alibis for phenomenology have 

39 DeLanda and Harman, The Rise of Realism, 116.
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an undeniable charm and surface plausibility to them. The rea-
son is that even though phenomenology is an idealism, it is an 
object-oriented idealism nonetheless. The same cannot be said 
for Hegel, despite the efforts of Robert Stern to portray him as 
a philosopher of objects.40 In the phenomenological tradition, 
however idealist its chief thinkers inevitably turn out to be, there 
is the constant temptation to think we are in the presence of red-
blooded forms of realism. Levinas may not secure genuine real-
ism with his discussions of alterity, but his pages are filled with 
such examples as bread, cigarette lighters, and fine new automo-
biles. Merleau-Ponty’s “opacity” and “flesh” turn out to be mere 
covers for an ongoing idealist project, and his “house viewed 
from everywhere” is not the realist house we might have hoped 
to find in his work.41 Yet there is a good reason these authors 
are able to give mesmerizing descriptions of specific everyday 
objects in a way we would never expect from Hegel. The same 
is already true of Husserl, even though as a stylist he is not the 
equal of Levinas or Merleau-Ponty. Specific objects populate 
the pages of phenomenological writings in a way that would 
never have interested earlier idealists. And however inadequate 
Merleau-Ponty’s talk of “opacity” may be, it seems to have real-
ist overtones utterly foreign to Hegel, for whom we could never 
imagine opacity as a central topic.

What is the reason for this phenomenological allegiance to 
the play of profiles and shadows? We have seen that Husserl has 
little to recommend him on the question of how the noume-
nal relates to the phenomenal, since he merely denies the exist-
ence of the former in much the same way as Hegel. But within 
the phenomenal realm, Husserl discovers a great deal that was 
missed by philosophy before him. Recall that the empiricist tra-
dition tried to eliminate objects from the phenomenal by reduc-
ing them to “bundles of qualities.” Locke is typical of this group:

40 Robert Stern, Hegel, Kant and the Structure of the Object (New York: Rout-
ledge, 1990).

41 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 149.
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The mind being, as I have declared, furnished with a great 
number of the simple ideas, conveyed in by the senses, as 
they are found in exterior things, or by reflection on its own 
operations, takes notice also, that a certain number of these 
simple ideas go constantly together [… and thus] we accus-
tom our selves to suppose some substratum, wherein they do 
subsist, and from which they do result, which therefore we 
call substance.42

For empiricism, there is no evidence of an “object” over and 
above the qualities immediately present to the mind, no case 
for an empty substratum holding the qualities together. In-
stead, the name of the object is merely a collective nickname 
for qualities that appear together frequently enough to deserve 
a proper name: “banana,” “gas lamp,” “fox terrier.” It is Husserl 
himself who reverses this empiricist notion, by alerting us to 
the fact that one and the same object supports shifting sets of 
qualities (“adumbrations”) at different times while still remain-
ing the same object. To be sure, Aristotle had already noticed 
that substances support different qualities at different times, but 
these substances were located in a real world outside the mind, 
whereas Husserl’s intentional objects are newfound “intentional 
objects” in the realm of phenomenal experience. In this way he 
introduces us to a new tension, found solely in experience, be-
tween intentional objects capable of enduring for a while and 
their constantly shifting adumbrations. More than this, along 
with the shifting accidental adumbrations, Husserl noticed that 
his intentional objects also have essential qualities that they need 
in order to remain what they are from one moment to the next. 
These are what we obtain through the famous eidetic reduction, 
in which the phenomenologist strips away the accidental fea-
tures of an intentional object to arrive, ultimately, at its eidos. 
This is supposed to occur through a direct “intuition of essence,” 
said moreover to be an intellectual intuition and never a sensu-
ous one.

42 Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 1:390–91.


