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When this book appeared in French in 2006, it quickly developed a following 
among those arguing for a turn to realism in continental philosophy. To write 
a review of this work is not just to engage critically the book in question, but 
also to remark upon the ennui felt by many using Meillassoux’s ideas to move 
beyond what they take to be the dead end of recent continental philosophy. 
This dead end is summed up in the book’s first two chapters by what Meillas-
soux terms ‘correlationism’, and the irony of Meillassoux’s reception is that 
this book’s weakest chapters are its most influential. Nevertheless, this is 
one of the most stirring books to come out in recent years.

Correlation is the view, prevalent since Kant, that reality as such cannot 
be thought except as mediated through the schematism of the understand-
ing in neo-Kantianism, phenomenology’s noetic-noematic relation, Quinean 
conceptual schemes, Wittgensteinian language games, or post-structuralist 
entanglements of power/knowledge. These philosophies, Meillassoux argues, 
think that the ‘world is meaningful’ only insomuch as it is ‘given-to-a-living 
(or thinking)-being’ (15). ‘Correlationism’, as such, ‘consists in disqualifying 
the claim that it is possible to consider the realm of subjectivity and objectiv-
ity independently of one another’ (5).

Meillassoux argues that philosophical correlationism cannot, without 
contradiction, attest to what he calls the ‘ancestral event’. That is, while 
empirical science can tell us, say, the date of the origin of the universe (13.5 
billion years ago) or the date that homo habilis took its first steps (2 million 
years ago), correlationists always undercut scientific claims with caveats that 
speak in a tone of modesty but seek to ‘correct’ science in its endeavors. The 
scientist is said to be dogmatically realist, but the philosopher knows that 
the archi-fossil — the evidence for any ancestral event — is something given, 
either to a particular human subject or to a community of scientists, depend-
ing on the specific form of correlationism. The ancestral event would stand, 
then, for a ‘retrojection of the past on the basis of the present’ (17). The 
correlationist, for Meillassoux, cannot take the ancestral statement — the 
accretion of the Earth occurred 4.56 billion years ago — in its literal sense. 
The event is not in the past, for the correlationist, but in the event of the 
‘givenness’ or manifestion for us; here the correlationist’s denial of reality 
‘is exposed’ (18). The archi-fossil, then, stands as a continual frustration of 
the correlationist worldview: ‘there is no possible compromise between the 
correlation and the arche-fossil; once one has acknowledged one, one has dis-
qualified the other’ (17).
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But Meillassoux’s depiction of correlationism is but a philosophy built 
of straw, a scarecrow without the brains to figure out the basic distinction 
between ontological and epistemological claims. To make his claims, Meil-
lassoux needs to depict the correlationist as conflating epistemological given-
ness and the ontological dependence of real entities on thought. For example, 
I recognize that my radio ‘constitutes’ the sound waves it brings in through 
a century’s old mechanism, but this doesn’t mean that I think that the sound 
waves weren’t in the air before the radio was turned on, or that the actual 
people whose voices are transmitted are relying on my radio’s battery power 
for continued existence. Nor, as such, need the correlationist argue that ‘to 
be’ is to exist as a ‘correlate of thought’. The correlationist argues, without 
contradiction, that when you produce a ‘discourse about a past when both 
humanity and life are absent’ (26), you admit that you are producing a dis-
course. This is to say that Kantians who take themselves to be ‘realists’ are 
not just arguing in bad faith. Meillassoux’s problem is not to think his way 
out of the correlationist circle, but rather to think a way out of the tautologi-
cal circle by which what is thought of some event prior to the beginnings of 
human thinking is still a matter of thought.

No matter, since the point of Meillassoux’s work is to take seriously the 
very existence of the correlationist view in order to provide his realist proof. 
This marks the enlightening part of this work, which is lit by setting fire to 
the straw man of the first two chapters. Meillassoux’s approach, then, is to 
find a pivot point from the correlationist presupposed relation between sub-
jects and objects to the real as it is. It is here that Meillassoux’s ‘speculative’ 
endeavor gets underway.

This speculation begins by absolutizing the correlationist relation (not 
undoing it) in order to follow the ‘narrow passage’ (63) from within the cor-
relationist circle in order to find ‘a non-metaphysical absolute’ (52). I cannot 
cover all of Meillassoux’s logical moves here, but suffice it to say that for 
Meillassoux, one must admit the ‘absolute contingency of the given in gener-
al’ in order to postulate any correlationism, since it would otherwise fall into 
idealism’s positing of a necessary relation between thinking and being (54). 
Hence, correlationism must assert positively one absolute fact: the facticity 
of the contingent relation it postulates. The difference between Meillassoux 
and the correlationist regarding the in-itself may appear minor, but it is cru-
cial. The correlationist argues that the in-itself exists but that one can only 
know that we have no knowledge of it. For his part, Meillassoux ‘maintain(s) 
that the in-itself could actually be anything whatsoever and that we (now) 
know this’ (65). Speculative realism is thus founded on the principle that 
the in-itself has an independent existence and our knowledge of it extends to 
knowing it ‘could actually be anything whatsoever’. This fact of contingency 
is at once minimal and breathtaking: we know that everything can be other-
wise, and this known fact of contingency he dubs with the French neologism 
factialité, the non-facticity of facticity. Here we have Meillassoux’s absolute, 
which is not a thing, which would be a necessary substance (e.g., God) from 
which all else derives its being. Rather, the only ‘eternal principle’ is the fac-
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ticity of contingency (65). Three consequences: 1) there is no necessary being 
(here, we have, in sum, a proof for the inexistence of any God); 2) the in-itself 
is freed, because of its eternal contingency, from the principle of sufficient 
reason, since no cause can be said to have a particular effect; 3) the in-itself, 
as Kant argued, is non-contradictory, since any entity that is already other-
wise would always be what it is, and thus non-contingent (67-8).

What we have, then, is an an sich that is ‘hyper-chaos’, since, as Meillas-
soux argues, without the principle of sufficient reason, not just every thing 
is contingent, but so is every physical law. Here, Meillassoux’s rationalist 
compatriots might step away, for Meillassoux’s principle of factialité stipu-
lates that every intra-worldly law is itself contingent and thus capable of 
being otherwise. For those looking to Meillassoux’s return to rationalism 
as a means for eternally grounding the laws obtained in scientific analysis, 
Meillassoux’s rational principle of ‘unreason’ will surely disappoint. Radical-
izing Hume, Meillassoux argues that given this speculative absolute, it is not 
just that chance is involved in each roll of the die. The die itself, given the 
‘eternal and lawless possible becoming of every law’ (64), is open to muta-
bility between each toss. Taking this example, Meillassoux argues that we 
rightly suspect that it would be infinitely improbable that a pair of die would 
continuously come up with a pair of deuces, just as we continually deduce 
that it would be infinitely improbable that the laws of our universe come out 
the way they do without some prior cause (97). But this model is all wrong, 
since it would leave us to assume that the universe is a ‘whole’ composed of 
possible laws that would be constantly changing, and thus it would be nearly 
impossible and thus unthinkable that our laws keep turning out the way 
they do each time they are measured. Hence, we assume that the stable laws 
we experience provide ample evidence for necessary laws governing the uni-
verse. ‘This probabilistic reasoning,’ Meillassoux points out, ‘is only valid on 
condition that what is a priori possible be thinkable in terms of numerical to-
tality’ (101). It is here that we move from the logical absolute of the principle 
of un-reason to a mathematically inflected absolute, for which Meillassoux 
takes up the Zermelo-Cantorian axiomatic of set theory.

In the end, Meillassoux contends that ‘what the set-theoretical axiomatic 
demonstrates is at the very least a fundamental uncertainty regarding the to-
talizability of the possible,’ and thus ‘we should restrict the claims of aleatory 
reasoning solely to objects of experience’ (105). Thus, Einstein was right that 
God does not play dice with the universe, but for the wrong reasons: there 
is no God (that is, necessary being) and the universe is not on the model of a 
pair of dice with a finite set of outcomes.

I have my doubts about a number of Meillassoux’s moves, not least his 
continuing dualism between the realm of experience (totalizable) and the 
noumenal (non-totalizable and chaotic), which seems not to have returned to 
the an sich but to have given up on things altogether in name of a chaotic in-
itself. But as a first move in his speculative materialist thought, Meillassoux 
offers an economical work brightened by a ‘luminous clarity of intellection’ 
(91) that flashes none too often. Meillassoux’s critique of probabilistic rea-
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soning aside, I am not one to bet against him and the speculative materialist 
project now underway.

Peter Gratton
University of San Diego


