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ANGELAKI
journal of the theoretical humanities
volume 17 number 1 March 2012

Quentin Meillassoux’s impressive work

After Finitude has perhaps not yet

garnered the attention that it deserves.1

Charting a new course of departure from Kant

assimilable, at least to my mind, to none of the

approaches thus far pursued, Meillassoux pre-

sents a genuinely new philosophical position, one

whose possibility arises through direct argument:

speculative realism. Dispensing with the sceptical

orientation of thought that underlies much of

contemporary thought – to which Meillassoux

will give, for reasons we will see in what follows,

the name correlationism – he will argue that we

can indeed have direct rational access to a

fundamental truth about the nature of being.

But this speculative emphasis is met with an

unyielding commitment to its ultimate realist

consequences: that what our rational access to

being makes clear is that being itself can always

become other than what it currently seems to be

to us and as it is in-itself, the in-itself being

fundamentally unyoked from the for-us and from

any form of real necessity.

The interest of this work is multiple. Here I

would like to consider it as the most pronounced

example of an emergent trend in Continental

philosophy, a trend that is also heavily marked in

Alain Badiou’s work. This tendency involves

undermining or rejecting the allegedly funda-

mental significance of time, in the name of a

radicality that both undoes the significance of

temporality and is claimed to ground temporal

movement.

In Badiou’s philosophy, this role is played by

the event, which introduces a radical break in the

ordered ranks of the contemporary, including the

temporal rhythms that pertain to it, while at

the same time opening up new times, which

unfold consequent to the event. In Logics of

Worlds, in a chapter devoted to the critique of

the Deleuzian doctrine of the event, he writes that

the event is:

a vanishing mediator, an intemporal instant

which renders disjunct the previous state of an

object (the site) and the state that follows. We

could equally say that the event extracts from

a time the possibility of an other time. This

other time, whose materiality envelops the

consequences of the event, deserves the name

of a new present. The event is neither past nor

future. It makes us present to the present.2

In The Clamor of Being he asserts that the truths

which arise on the basis of events have ‘‘a much

higher ‘Dionysian’ value than that accruing to

jon roffe

TIME AND GROUND
a critique of meillassoux’s
speculative realism

ISSN 0969-725X print/ISSN1469-2899 online/12/010057^11� 2012 Taylor & Francis
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0969725X.2012.671661

57

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 O

f 
M

el
bo

ur
ne

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 0

1:
12

 1
9 

Ju
ne

 2
01

2 



any sort of phenomenological salvaging of time,’’

and that such truths, being ‘‘transtemporal,’’ can

be thought, ‘‘without the least need of a temporal

synthesis.’’3 The event for Badiou belongs to an

order antecedent to temporality.

The contrast with Deleuze, to whom these

remarks are addressed, on this point is instruc-

tive. In Difference and Repetition, a central role

is played by the analysis of what he argues are the

three essential temporal registers, the three

passive syntheses of the present, the past and

the future. The latter of these, the synthesis that

Deleuze accounts for primarily on the basis of a

reading of the Nietzschean eternal return, is

central to the work. Every existing thing, and

every dynamism that gives rise to them, is

underwritten by and subject to the inexorable

NEXT imposed by this third time. Indeed,

Deleuze will go so far as to argue that time, in

this sense of radical imposition of change, is the

ground of being. For Deleuze, time is ground.

For Badiou, as for Meillassoux, even this

radical ground, one which ungrounds everything,

is itself subordinate to something more radical

again, an invariant ontological absolute. Rather

than seeing time itself as the irremediable wound,

conceiving all pathology as, in the end, chron-

opathology, time itself will fall on the side of

whatever recuperates, smoothes over, normalizes;

no longer originary, time becomes ordinary.

The ultimate goal of Meillassoux’s book is to

demonstrate according to a rigorous logic that

there is no necessary law of being, not even the

law of perpetual becoming. This is what he calls

the principle of unreason, in contradistinction to

the principle of sufficient reason (PSR): there is

no reason why anything will remain the way that

it is now, and no reason for it to become

otherwise. Indeed, the principle of unreason is

not only the contrary of the PSR but also its

destruction, a point I will return to in what

follows. And temporality, in all of its registers, is

also subordinate to this principle, for any

absolute lack of a reason for an otherwise

means that there is no reason why time comes

to bear on what exists, or indeed exists as such.

In what follows, I would like to argue that

Meillassoux fails to subordinate time to the more

radical ground described by his principle of

unreason. In attempting, with remarkable clarity

and rigour, to do so, he implicitly reasserts,

despite himself, the inviolable sovereignty of

temporality. To borrow from Aristotle, as

Meillassoux himself does, what After Finitude

shows is that the postulate of time as ground

takes on an anhypothetical character. It cannot

be the object of a direct proof, but every attempt

to subordinate time to a more primordial ground

fails.

the proof of the principle of unreason

The whole course of After Finitude concerns the

demonstration of the internal inconsistency of

one of the most widely held philosophical

doctrines in European thought since Kant.

Meillassoux labels this doctrine, as I have

noted, correlationism: the doctrine that there is

no direct access to being; there is no in-itself

capable of being thought, only a for-us. This is, of

course, what Kant proclaims as the Copernican

revolution in metaphysics, but Meillassoux is

quick to point out that the analogy is misleading.

What Kant presents us with, he argues, is a

Ptolemaic counter-revolution: after all, what does

Kant do but make everything revolve around the

subject?

Now Kant is not the only guilty party.

Meillassoux argues that the correlationist doctrine

is through and through the orthodoxy of

contemporary thought. Both Heidegger and

Wittgenstein (early and late) are correlationists,

but so are Derrida and Quine, Foucault and

Davidson, Hegel, Marx, and Freud. A genuinely

Copernican revolution would have to be realist in

nature, putting subjective access to being into

orbit around a reality that exceeds this access.

While documenting some of the lamentable

consequences of correlationism, with regard to an

adequate thought of science as much as to its

powerlessness in the face of fanaticism,

Meillassoux’s his main goal is to directly refute

it, or rather to carefully show that it is an

internally inconsistent view; the pursuit of this

inconsistency shows the crack in the correlation

that gives us direct access to what he calls the

Great Outdoors, being as it is in itself.

time and ground
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In order to arrive at the sensitive point of the

argument that interests me here, I will present

Meillassoux’s logic by summarizing it, as he does

himself, by way of a debate between a number of

philosophical positions around the nature of our

knowledge about human existence post mortem.

This setting allows for a swift review of the

history of modern philosophy with respect to the

in-itself/for-us distinction, and the elaboration of

the opening that Meillassoux’s own position will

exploit.

The first two philosophers Meillassoux intro-

duces into the discussion are rationalist meta-

physicians. The first is a theist in the mould of

Descartes or Leibniz, who presents an argument

to the effect that we can be certain of our post

mortem existence, based on God’s nature and the

nature of our situation vis-à-vis God. Even

though we cannot now know what the nature of

our experience will be after death, the theist

reasons, we can nonetheless be convinced that we

will have one. Thus this first philosopher grounds

his conclusion in the final analysis by having

reference to a necessary being.

The second philosopher disagrees, but pro-

ceeds on similar grounds, by having recourse to

the nature of being itself, which is to say, to the

nature of a necessary being. We can reason our

way to the conclusion, she thinks, that there will

be no life after death in any meaningful sense,

because the absolute foundation of our finite

existence is also the grounds for the necessity of

our absolute disappearance as the creatures that

we are on earth. Spinoza is exemplary of such a

view, his claims in the final book of the Ethics

notwithstanding.

The name Meillassoux will give to these

positions is speculative metaphysics. It is spec-

ulative because it rests on the assumption of a

direct intellectual access to an absolute, and it is

metaphysical – rather than, say, critical – in so far

as this absolute takes the form of a necessary

being, whether that being be substance or God.

Let’s note here as well that, for Meillassoux,

speculative metaphysics always has at its core

some strong version of the PSR, the claim that

not only everything has a complete reason for

being the way it is and not another way, but also

that this reason is in principle intelligible.

Our third philosopher enters the discussion, a

correlationist thinker in the mould of Kant. The

correlationist claims that the theist and the atheist

are equally unjustified in making claims about

post mortem reality because these states can never

be the subject of knowledge. Everything I know

arises not directly from the in-itself but from both

the world and the structure of experience that is

constitutive of my capacity to experience this in-

itself. After death, then, there is no possible

experience, and no possible knowledge of it.

So, in Meillassoux’s words, ‘‘the agnostic has

little difficulty in refuting both of these posi-

tions – all she has to do is demonstrate that it is

self-contradictory to claim to know what is when

one is no longer alive, since knowledge pre-

supposes that one is still of this world.’’4

This line of argument is precisely that which is

proffered by Kant in the first Critique. The

faculty of reason is not a shard of God’s intellect

or a manifestation of the natural light but a

human capacity which has no innate rules for its

correct application. As a result, it tends to make

claims of the in-itself which can never be borne

out by experience – such as the claim that our

souls, being immortal, persist after death. Our

first two philosophers thus manifest a classic

antinomy, by applying reason beyond the bounds

of experience and thereby robbing themselves of

any grounds for justifying their position.

The consequences for the absolute of spec-

ulative metaphysics on the one hand and PSR on

the other follow fairly directly from these

observations. As is well known, the general

move that Kant makes is to subordinate every

absolute to the transcendental structure of our

mode of cognition as human beings, relativizing

the absolute, constraining its fit within our finite

bounds. Strictly speaking, in Kant, there is no

longer an absolute at all but only an indetermi-

nacy. Such is the role played by the concepts of

Reason, the famous Ideas, which are the only way

in which the old rationalist absolutes like God

and the whole can enter into the apparatus of the

first Critique. These ideas, while seeming to

embody the presence in thought of absolutes only

mark the manner in which human cognition is

oriented within experience. They are the horizons

towards which knowledge is organized but which
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are always in principle open to the future

admission of more knowledge claims. The

absolute becomes, in Kant, an absolute gap, an

absolute lure for thought.

The PSR undergoes a rather radical transfor-

mation in Kant’s hands, in line with this

relativization of the absolute. Given that we are

no longer able to have reference to a necessary

being that would operate as the ground for what

follows from it, this principle must be either

repurposed or discarded. To discard it, though,

would be to invite the possibility of a radical lack

of order, and Kant’s account of cognition is

nothing if not an account of order in experience.

He makes two moves unthinkable to the

speculative metaphysicians that preceded him.

The first, which follows directly from his general

critical orientation, is to posit that the principle is

only true within the scope of experience, and

derives its force not from a necessary being but

from the transcendental structures of experience.

Kant recuperates the PSR by name in the

decisive Second Analogy section of the

Transcendental Analytic in Critique of Pure

Reason, turning it into the principle that

accounts for the orderly succession of instances

in time. The second move that Kant makes, one

equally absent from the rationalists before him, is

to attempt a proof of the PSR. Late in the first

Critique we find the following claim:

All attempts to prove the principle of

sufficient reason have, by the universal

admission of those concerned, been fruitless;

and prior to our own transcendental criticism

it was considered better, since that principle

could not be surrendered, boldly to appeal to

the common sense of mankind – an expedient

which always is a sign that the cause of reason

is in desperate straits – rather than to attempt

new dogmatic proofs.5

Now, I have already said that Meillassoux wishes

to assert a realist philosophy, so it is worth being

clear that he does not think any return to pre-

critical speculative metaphysics is possible. This

is to say that he thinks the correlationist critique

of speculative metaphysics succeeds. If there is to

be a consistent realism then it must not retreat

back in the face of Kant, but provide a direct

intellectual means of access to reality that does

not invoke an absolute ground in the form of a

necessary being.

We might also recall that Kant presents

himself as a realist too, but this realism is

deeply problematic, for famous reasons already

asserted strongly by early readers like Schulze,

Reinhold and Maimon. It is in keeping with these

famous critiques that the fourth philosopher, the

subjective idealist, makes his intervention.

The idealist claims that all three of the

philosophers to have spoken about the issue of

post mortem existence have all done so in error.

For what each of them has asserted is the

possibility of a state that in-itself fundamentally

differs from any capacity for it to be thought.

Meillassoux summarizes the idealist position in

the following way:

I am no more capable of thinking a transcen-

dent God than the annihilation of everything –

more particularly, I cannot think of myself as

no longer existing without, through that very

thought, contradicting myself. I can only think

of myself as existing, and as existing the way I

exist; thus, I cannot but exist, and always exist

as I exist now. Consequently my mind, if not

my body, is immortal. (AF 55)

Thus the idealist comes to the same conclusion as

the first rationalist, but on very different

grounds. Whereas the Cartesian had thought

that the immortality of the soul could be directly

proven with reference to a transcendent God, the

idealist derives our continued existence from the

fact that any radical otherwise is impossible to

think, including my being entirely otherwise than

I currently am.

As problematic as this position seems to be on

the surface, we can see that it arises because of

the way in which the subjective idealist resolves

the problem implicit in the Kantian correlationist

view. This problem, of course, is that the latter

claims both that every in-itself can only be an

object of knowledge as an in-itself for-us, and that

the in-itself is thinkable. This is the cake that

Kant would also like to eat. What the subjective

idealist radicalizes in the Kantian picture is the

status of the for-us – we cannot have any thought

of any form of radical otherness or transcendence.

time and ground
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The strong correlationist here is close to being

Hegelian. Let’s recall that, for Hegel, Kant’s

middle way between rationalism and empiricism is

incoherent on its own terms: the correlation

between thought and being cannot be consistently

maintained if we also want to maintain the

irretrievable transcendence of the in-itself. This

is why Meillassoux will call Hegel, along with the

subjective idealist of our debate, a strong correla-

tionist. Unlike the Kantian philosopher –

Meillassoux’s weak correlationist – the strong

correlationist adopts the ultimate consequences of

the inseparability between thought and being, and

does away entirely with the posit of the separation

itself. Or rather, to be more precise, makes the

distinction between thought and being itself a

distinction in thought. Let’s also recall that Hegel

subjects Kant’s formulation of the PSR to the

same kind of general move that he subjects the

entirety of Kantian thought. Just as he subordi-

nates the in-itself and for-us distinction to the

movement of determinate negation, he makes

sufficient reasons themselves always bound up

with the same dynamic. In criticizing Jacobi’s use

of the principle, which is characteristically if

narrowly Leibnizian,6 Hegel argues (with

Meillassoux) that its metaphysical formulation

tends to rely upon the posit of a unitary and

unchanging necessary being. As a result, the One at

the root of all causes and reasons and the many

which follow from it fall into two halves that cannot

be reconciled without making this opposition itself

a moment in the general movement of overcoming.

In fact, though, the paradigmatic case of the strong

correlationist for Meillassoux appears to be not

Hegel but Fichte, whom he engages with at length

in a paper that complements and further explicates

the argument presented here.7

Now, Meillassoux suggests that the weak

correlationist has a significant rejoinder to make

to the subjective idealist. It is this: I can indeed

think of a state radically other than the current

one, including my total annihilation after death,

and as such, the conclusions arrived at by you

and both of the rationalists are all equally

possible. This is because, to cite Meillassoux,

even if I cannot think of myself, for example,

as annihilated, neither can I think of any cause

that would rule out this eventuality. The

possibility of my non-being is thinkable as the

counterpart of the absence of any reason for

my being, even if I cannot think what it would

not be. (AF 56)

The weak correlationist philosopher here has

recourse to our ignorance of reality per se. Given

that we have only local access to the in-itself

under the unsurpassable conditions of our own

cognition, we have no way of ruling out any

change to any future state, because we cannot

leap over the for-us into the in-itself to determine

what the nature and possibility of such a change

would be. All predictions about the future are

contingent on our mode of access to the world,

and, given that this is limited, we must likewise

limit the reach of our epistemic claims.

We might respond that all the correlationist

has done here has been to insist once again on the

problematic posit of an in-itself that cannot be

for-us, repeating the central Kantian error. While

this is certainly true, it is this same line of

argument taken in a different direction that

makes possible the decisive challenge of the fifth

and final philosopher, the speculative realist, who

formulates Meillassoux’s own position.

The speculative realist begins by asserting that

the rejoinder made by the correlationist to the

two rationalists and the idealist is correct, but not

in the way that they think. The correlationist has

in fact ‘‘managed to identify the absolute’’ (AF

56), as if in spite of themselves, and this absolute

is ‘‘the possible transition, devoid of reason, of

my state towards any other state whatsoever’’ (AF

56). The speculative metaphysicians were right to

assert that the issue of post mortem existence can

only be grasped at the right level by situating the

debate in the terrain of the absolute, but they

were wrong (as both correlationist philosophers

have pointed out) to think that this absolute takes

the form of an absolute and necessary being. On

the other hand, the weak correlationist is right to

insist – contrary to the demands of the subjective

idealist – on the possibility of our becoming

radically otherwise, given the finite limits of our

access to the world, but they are wrong in

thinking that this finitude is a finitude imposed

upon us by the correlation. In fact, we are limited

in what we can assert about future states not by
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ignorance but by the fact that radical change may

take place for no reason at all. The speculative

realist thus asserts that the correlationist has

asserted an ignorance of ultimate principles, but

revealed in doing so the single foundational

absolute of all knowledge, which is the positive

knowledge of the radical possibility of an

unprincipled otherwise.

This is the decisive point of Meillassoux’s

argument. What the speculative philosopher has

asserted is that the Kantian has unwittingly

uncovered a principle which is irreducible to the

correlation. This principle asserts that things

could always be radically otherwise than they are

now – the postulate that I identified earlier as the

principle of unreason.

In response to this, Meillassoux notes, the

Kantian might respond as follows: you, the

speculative realist, fall into error just as

the early rationalists do, by thinking that it is

legitimate to claim something about a world such

as it exists beyond our means to access it. That

any number of things might happen after death,

or at any time, for no reason whatsoever is just as

illegitimate a claim as the theist’s or the atheist’s

– in fact it is worse, because it posits not just

meaningful access to one possibility but to an

infinite panoply of future states. The truth is that

we are and cannot but be ignorant of what lies

beyond the scope of our knowledge.

The speculative philosopher will respond in

the following way: by making this objection, you

the Kantian expose the ‘‘faultline’’ (AF 59) in all

correlationist reasoning: ‘‘the price of distinguish-

ing between the ‘in-itself’ and the ‘for-us’’’ is

admitting an ‘‘absolute capacity-to-be-other rela-

tive to the given’’ (AF 58–59). If there is an in-

itself, then this in-itself cannot be constrained by

what it is for-us.

By admitting that we can think absolute

otherness, the Kantian philosopher argues that

we can think something that is irreducible to the

correlation, irreducible to the for-us, namely the

independence of this in-itself as such. If, in order

to avoid this conclusion, they argue for the

incoherence of such access to the in-itself, they

abdicate to the subjective idealist. However, as

the Kantian has already argued, the subjective

idealist position is untenable, because we can

indeed think of the possibility of a radical

otherwise. On the other hand, if you insist that

things could always be other than what they are

now then you admit that there is an in-itself that

can be thought by us without being reduced to

the correlation, because it is indeed thinkable.

This is the kernel of Meillassoux’s argument:

the thought of a radical otherwise is a non-

correlationist thought, and it is a thought of an

absolute. This absolute is not a particular state –

a necessary being, for example – but rather a fact

about all possible future states: no future state is

necessarily determined by being as it stands. This

absolute is what Meillassoux will call the principle

of unreason.

In the most evocative passages of the book that

follow this discussion, Meillassoux presents the

ultimate conclusions of the speculative position:

If we look through the aperture which we have

opened [. . .] what we see there is a rather

menacing power – something insensible, and

capable of destroying both things and worlds,

of bringing forth monstrous absurdities, yet

also of never doing anything, of realising every

dream, but also every nightmare, of engender-

ing random and frenetic transformation, or

conversely, of producing a universe that

remains motionless down to its ultimate

recesses, like a cloud bearing the fiercest

storms, then the eeriest bright spells, if only

for an interval of disquieting calm. We see an

omnipotence equal to the Cartesian God, and

capable of anything, even the inconceivable;

but an omnipotence that has become autono-

mous, without norms, blind, devoid of the

other divine perfections, a power with neither

goodness nor wisdom, ill-disposed to reassure

thought of the veracity of its distinct ideas. We

see something akin to Time, but a Time that is

inconceivable for physics, since it is capable of

destroying, without cause or reason, every

physical law, just as it is inconceivable for

metaphysics, since it is capable of destroying

every determinate entity, even a god, even

God. (AF 64; translation modified)

two initial objections

Leaving our disputants behind, we might consider

an apparently very strong objection to

time and ground
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Meillassoux’s position. It is this: if there is at root

no reason why things don’t at any moment entirely

change – that is, should there be no ultimate

principle of sufficient reason, and in its place the

principle of unreason – then things would be

perpetually in flux; there would not be order for

more than a moment but that it be subject to the

unbearable torsions of a permanent chaos.

To this, Meillassoux has two responses. The

first is as follows: what the objection maintains is

a claim about the probability of radical change at

every moment; if there are an infinite number of

possible futures that could occur at any moment

without any reason, then it is infinitely likely that

such a change will occur. Given, though, the

objector may contend, that the universe and its

laws have remained constant to the extent that we

have known of them, the claim that there is at

root no reason why things remain the way they

are seems unfounded. However, Meillassoux

notes, this objection concerns probability, and

therefore situates us on the terrain of mathe-

matics. We are enjoined to take the set of all

possible worlds and, given the infinitesimal odds

that the world would continue to be just what it

is, to doubt that the principle of unreason could

be true. As we know since the advent of set

theory, though – and specifically since its

orthodox axiomatization – there is no way to

enclose or totalize the infinite. Meillassoux’s point

rests on the consequences of the set theoretic

axiom-schema of Separation, which was intro-

duced by Ernst Zermelo in order to exclude the

possibility of certain paradoxes, notably

Russell’s, from emerging.8 The upshot of

Separation is the famous conclusion that there

is no set of all sets. Consequently, there cannot be

any calculation of probabilities that can take into

account the totality of possible future states. Or,

in Meillassoux’s words, ‘‘this totalisation of the

thinkable [. . .] can no longer be guaranteed a

priori’’ (AF 103). In fact, Meillassoux is more

cautious than this, noting that should we adopt a

different set theoretic axiomatic, like Quine’s NF

system, the totality can be rendered thinkable.

But what the ZF case does demonstrate is that

‘‘we can no longer continue to claim that the

frequentialist implication [the argument that

concludes the likely frequency of change from

the predictability of future states] is absolutely

valid’’ (AF 105).

Meillassoux’s second response takes note of

interpretive overreach on the part of the critic. To

assume that there would be radical change at

every moment is to take the principle of unreason

as a version of the PSR, whose locus classicus is

the thesis of necessary change, attributed to

Heraclitus. The principle of unreason, however,

does not assert that things necessarily change.

Rather, it argues that there is nothing, not even

change itself, that is at all necessary. It therefore

in no way commits Meillassoux to the further

claim that, should the principle be true, every-

thing would be perpetually in flux, the content

and laws of the universe both perpetually

submerged in the Heraclitean fire.

meillassoux’s amphiboly

This second response draws us close to the central

problem in Meillassoux’s otherwise novel and

important argument.

On Meillassoux’s account, the principle of

unreason does not just assert that, in the final

analysis, anything may take place for no reason. It

also asserts that nothing at all may happen, and

that this too would come about on the basis of a

radical contingency. What it rules out, all in all, is

necessity as such. This includes the necessity that

seems to attend the temporal order. While the

fundamental hyper-chaos is like Time, it also

radically undermines time as such. Not only God

but time itself can be destroyed, and for no reason.

Here is where the problem arises, though. In

order for change to be possible, this possibility

must be furnished with a time in which it can

occur. Time is ineluctably intertwined with the

category of possibility. If there is to be either

something other than what currently exists, or the

same thing without change, it is only in so far as

there is another moment in which this difference

may be in principle established. Note too that what

is being called ‘‘the same’’ here – in accordance

with the possibility that nothing at all might

change – also requires a temporal grounding. To

remain the same is to remain the same over time; it

requires a new moment, the instantiation of

duration, in which identity may emerge.

roffe

63

roffe

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 O

f 
M

el
bo

ur
ne

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 0

1:
12

 1
9 

Ju
ne

 2
01

2 



In other words, Meillassoux’s hyper-chaos

cannot destroy time; it cannot even coherently

be thought as the ground of time, since it is in

fact time, taken in this minimal differential sense,

that grounds the possibility of any otherwise, and

any identity.

At least two responses to this criticism might

be made from Meillassoux’s point of view. The

first would be to postulate that every possible

state of things that could exist does in fact exist

right now. The problem with this proposal,

though, is not just that such a postulate sits

uneasily with Meillassoux’s emphasis on the

possibility of the radical overthrow of the any

given state of being. More significantly, it would

lead us to postulate that everything which exists

must have the status of what Meillassoux himself

calls contradictory entities: things which are at

once what they are and what they are not.

The problem with the postulate of the

existence of a contradictory entity is that such a

being would be a necessary being; the postulation

of their existence thus contravenes the principle

of unreason. Meillassoux writes:

Let us suppose that a contradictory entity

existed – what could possibly happen to it?

Could it lapse into non-being? But it is

contradictory, so that even if it happened not

to be, it would still continue to be even in its

non-being, since this would be in conformity

with its paradoxical ‘‘essence’’ [. . .] if this

entity existed, it would be impossible for it

simply to cease to exist – unperturbed, it

would incorporate the fact of not existing into

its being. Thus as an instance of a really

contradictory being, this entity would be

perfectly eternal. (AF 69)

As a result, Meillassoux is led to assert that the

law of non-contradiction is an ‘‘absolute ontolo-

gical truth’’ (AF 71), and that a self-contradictory

being cannot exist.

The second response would be to assert that

every possible future state does currently exist,

outside of temporal movement, consisting of

subsistent real but non-actual modal states. The

most well known of such a position is embodied

in the notion of possible worlds. On this basis, the

shift to a radically unprecedented otherwise could

be conceived in terms of a phase-change from one

modal state to another, the passage from one

possible world (the world currently actualized) to

another.

To see why this rejoinder cannot succeed either,

we need only attend to the basis upon which the

logical principle of the excluded middle is

grounded by Meillassoux. Though this principle

is an absolute ontological truth, it is a necessarily

secondary one. Its truth is derived from the

principle of unreason, a requirement that is

absolute given that the principle of unreason

itself is absolute. This means in turn that every

truth whose ambit is likewise absolute is so by

virtue of being grounded in the principle of

unreason. Now, the posit of the existence of

(com)possible worlds, in the work of David Lewis

as much as in Leibniz’s, is a logical posit (even if,

in Lewis, a common-sense pragmatism provides

him with his general methodological orientation).

The number and type of worlds and the set of

relations that hold between them are all deter-

mined according to logical criteria, even where

these guidelines are the product (in both cases) of

novel philosophical work. Unlike the case of the

principle of non-contradiction, however, the

modal logic of possible worlds is incompatible

with the principle of unreason, since it lays claim

to a logical category of existence (existence in the

mode of possibility) insubordinate to any other

category. Correlatively, should the postulation of

other possible worlds or some form of modal

distinction have real purchase (whether logical or

ontological) in the contemporary situation, then

the principle of unreason would come to bear on

their existence too. No guarantee of the continuing

reality of any or all of these other worlds, nor of a

means of passage between, nor the current set of

relations they engage in, nor their interrelations as

such, can exist. Modal logic may currently hold

true, and dephased states of objects may indeed

currently have ontological reality of some kind,

but neither of these situations, nor any attendant

on them, is guaranteed.

Finally, when we consider what would be

required for another possible world to come to be

the real world, we see once again that another

instance of time is again required, one in which

what is currently modal is realized. We see then
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that even modalizing the structure of reality

protects us from neither the scourge of the

principle of unreason nor the necessity of a

temporal ground.

We are thus returned to our earlier conclusion:

if what exists now cannot be a contradictory

entity, and can be neither solely supported by the

modal status of possibility nor protected by the

modal status of necessity, then in order that

another situation, whether identical to this one or

different, exists, it would have to do so in a time

other than this one. As a result, Meillassoux’s

account of a radically open otherwise demands

the generation of a time in which this otherwise

may or may not occur, and which must arise on

the basis of a law not itself subject to the principle

of unreason. The institution of temporal differ-

ence cannot be governed by radical unreason

because without it both difference and identity

would be impossible.

It is thus the postulate of time as ground that

takes on an anhypothetical character, and not the

principle of unreason as Meillassoux asserts. It

may not be possible to give a direct argument for

this primordial status of the temporal order, but

this status cannot be refuted, as is demonstrated

in Meillassoux’s case. In sum, the possibility of

any future state of affairs cannot itself provide the

ground of the actualization or realization of this

state of affairs. Possibility can only perform a

negative or limitative function with respect to

the real (if it has any purchase at all). It is true

that, in Meillassoux, the boundary between the

possible and the impossible is erased, the

impossible robbed of any romantic or transgres-

sive meaning, becoming just another banal

instance of what may yet occur. Nonetheless,

this ‘‘anything is possible’’ falls away in the face

of the ‘‘what is actual now,’’ and in no way

provides the ground for ‘‘that which is yet to be.’’

As a result, what Meillassoux’s After Finitude

presents us with is what Kant called an

amphiboly of pure reason. The force of his

argument arises from an equivocation with

respect to change itself, which is grasped radically

at the level of possibility (where even the

possibility of its non-occurrence is included)

while being divested of meaning at the level of

the actual, genesis and ground. Which is just to

say that Chronos himself cannot be consumed –

every meal, after all, takes time.

the secondary status of the principle
of unreason

It may seem that we have been led to the

conclusion that Meillassoux’s position comes to

naught, but this is not quite the case. The

argument that arises from the examination of the

trajectory of modern philosophy and which opens

onto the principle of unreason seems sound, even

if the absolute conclusions drawn by Meillassoux

do not. Consequently, it seems that we must

assent to this principle, while at the same time

giving full weight to the (literally) more profound

conclusions argued here about the unavoidable

nature of time as ground. In other words, we are

led to assert the following theses:

(1) that time is the absolute ground of both

difference and identity, that without properly

conceiving time as ground, we have no

aperture through which to correctly think

being; and

(2) that the scope of the principle of unreason is,

this temporal ground excluded, absolute, and

that there are no other absolute demands on the

nature of reality; there is no reason why what

takes place in the next moment will have any

resemblance to what comes before it nor be

governed in any way by it.

The principle of unreason is thus an ‘‘absolute

ontological truth’’ (AF 71), but a secondary truth,

in relation to the primordial reality of time – and

it is so in both a logical and an ontological sense.

Somewhat ironically, perhaps, given the read-

ing of Deleuze as a kind of speculative idealist in

After Finitude (AF 37–38), we seem led to

something like the position espoused in Deleuze’s

Difference and Repetition that I noted in passing

above. There, time, specifically what he calls the

third passive synthesis of time or the eternal

return, is what underwrites the composition of

particular entities and undermines these entities,

by imposing on them ineluctability of change in

the form of the unavoidability of future states.

The eternal return on Deleuze’s account imposes

the necessity of a disjunctive synthesis between

roffe

65

roffe

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 O

f 
M

el
bo

ur
ne

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 0

1:
12

 1
9 

Ju
ne

 2
01

2 



what exists and what may yet exist. The future,

having no content, does not require the continua-

tion of any particular set of laws and abides no

atemporal state of affairs.

In other words, there is no necessity that things

be the same in the future, on Deleuze’s account,

precisely because time destroys necessity. Time is

thus the absolute guarantee of contingency. In a

well-known passage, he writes that

The eternal return is a force of affirmation,

but it affirms everything of the multiple,

everything of the different, everything of

chance except what subordinates them to the

One, to the Same, to necessity, everything

except the One, the Same and the Necessary.9

Once we see that ‘‘the One, the Same and the

Necessary’’ here are Deleuze’s terms for any

figure of unchanging ontological reality, we can

also see that he is asserting nothing other than the

principle of unreason itself. Thus time is the

ground for change, but a change that has no ratio,

no logos, no purpose. It is precisely time, for

Deleuze, that is ‘‘capable of destroying, without

cause or reason, every physical law [. . .] capable

of destroying every determinate entity, even a

god, even God’’ (AF 64). It is because time is

‘‘itself the new, complete novelty’’10 that the

principle of unreason is able to mark in rational

thought the ungovernable and total force of the

otherwise. In other words, it is only through a

pact with the PSR reconceived once more as the

imposition of the empty form of time that the

principle of unreason becomes viable.

� � �

Chronos unconsumable, Chronos omnivore – it is

only by properly locating the principle of unreason

as a secondary principle, whose force is derived

from the ultimate temporal reality which grounds

it, that we can give the appro-

priate weight to Meillassoux’s

radical attempt to found a new

form of speculative thought.

notes
1 The two pieces registering the importance of
Meillassoux’s work best thus far have been Ray

Brassier’s ‘‘The Enigma of Realism’’ in his Nihil
Unbound 49^95, and Graham Harman’s ‘‘Quentin
Meillassoux’’ 104^17. As this article was about to
go to press, another summary of Meillassoux (in
advance of a book-length treatment) by Graham
Harmanwas published that includes a very helpful
pre¤ cis of the former’s doctoral thesis
‘‘L’Inexistence divine’’: Harman, ‘‘Meillassoux’s
Virtual Futures’’ 78^91.

2 Badiou, Logiques desmondes 407.

3 Idem,Deleuze:The Clamor of Being 60.

4 Meillassoux, After Finitude 55.Cited hereafter in
the text as ‘‘AF.’’

5 Kant,Critique of Pure Reason A783B811.

6 I am referring in particular to Hegel, Faith and
Knowledge 26^27,98^109.

7 Meillassoux, ‘‘Presentation by Quentin
Meillassoux’’ 408^35.

8 Zermelo first introduced Separation in
‘‘Investigations in the Foundations of Set Theory
I’’ 199^215.

9 Deleuze,Difference and Repetition115.

10 Ibid. 90.
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