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Ray Brassier is a Scottish philosopher largely responsible for popularising Meillassoux’s work in 

the Anglophone world. He published one of the first critical  engagements with Meillassoux’s 

work in English and was the translator of the first English edition of After Finitude. He was also 

one  of  the  principal  organisers  and  one  of  the  four  speakers  at  the  infamous  ‘Speculative 

Realism’ conference at Goldsmiths college in 2007, though he has since distanced himself from 

that term. He has consistently criticised what he sees as the elision of epistemological problems 

in Anglophone continental philosophy, and the ignorance and sometimes hostility to the natural 

sciences that is often associated with it. There is a profound affinity between Brassier’s criticisms  

and Meillassoux’s critique of  correlationism,  insofar  as they both insist  on the necessity  of 

taking the  results  of  natural  science literally,  but  there  is  equally an affinity  between their 

positive  positions,  insofar  as  they  are  both  committed  to  the  revival  of  rationalism  in 

contemporary philosophy. Nevertheless, Brassier has a number of important disagreements with 

Meillassoux, some of which have grown more serious as his position has developed and changed 

in recent years. We will begin by presenting an outline of Brassier’s thought in his book Nihil  

Unbound,  and the criticisms of Meillassoux found therein, before addressing how these have 

developed since its publication.

Nihil  Unbound connects  a  number  of  different  themes,  structured  around  the  core 

contention that nihilism is “not an existential quandary but a speculative opportunity.”1 He takes 

it that nihilism is the logical conclusion of the progressive disenchantment of nature by science 

begun in the enlightenment, through which conceptual thought comes to be seen as something 

manifest in causal processes amenable to naturalistic explanation and normative value comes to 

be seen as something projected upon nature by these same processes. This more or less passive 

consequence of the work of reason is neither to be opposed or ameliorated, but rather to be 

embraced. However, this differs from Nietzsche’s own active nihilism insofar as it does not aim 

to overcome the will to truth, because this constitutes the normative core of reason which drives 

disenchantment.  This  point  is  crucial  to  Brassier’s  thought,  insofar  as  it  functions  as  a 

1 NU, p. xi.



fundamental  constraint  upon  what  he  characterises,  following  Wilfrid  Sellars  and  Paul  and 

Patricia Churchland, as the project of replacing the manifest image of man in the world with the 

scientific image  thereof. The aim of  Nihil Unbound is to steer a path between an autophagic 

naturalism that violates this constraint and a soporific correlationism that preserves rationality at 

the expense of neutering scientific naturalism. 

Although it is possible to see Meillassoux’s work as already navigating this difficult path, 

Brassier provides two important criticisms that recommend against following him, both of which 

turn on Meillassoux’s responses to objections to his  opening argument that correlationism is 

incompatible  with  the  scientifically  ratified  truth  of  the  arche-fossil.  On  the  one  hand,  he 

maintains that Meillassoux’s claim that the arche fossil is not merely a lacuna in the given, but 

rather a lacuna of givenness itself, depends upon an asymmetry between time and space that can 

only  be  motivated  on  the  basis  of  the  supposedly  logical  time  to  which  the  naturalistic 

chronological time of  the  arche-fossil  is  rightfully  opposed.  He thus  demands that  the  non-

correlation of thought and being be conceived in non-temporal terms. On the other hand, he 

maintains  that  Meillassoux’s  claim  that  any  transcendental  structure  of  thought  must  be 

empirically  instantiated  in  an  existent  thinker  invalidates  his  own appeal  to  the  intellectual 

intuition of  absolute  contingency.  He  thus  demands  that  thought’s  ability  to  think  its  non-

correlation with being must not be premised upon an access to being that is secured through an 

ontological privilege.

Brassier meets the first demand by appropriating Francois Laruelle’s general account of 

philosophy as founded upon a decision which divides the real (being) into an a priori component 

which  constitutes  thought  and  an  a  posteriori component  that  constitutes  its  object,  before 

uniting the two in the form of a pre-established harmony that is sufficient to encompass its own 

intelligibility, and deflating it into an account of correlationism more specifically. He thereby 

transforms  Laruelle’s  non-philosophical  suspension of  philosophical  decision  into  a 

philosophical scision of the correlation between thought and being premised upon the necessity 

of thought’s empirical instantiation. The bare fact that the real determines thought  in-the-last-

instance is taken to foreclose its intelligibility to thought, insofar as the distinction between them 

is operative only from the side of thought itself. This unilateral duality of thought and the real 

forms the original basis of Brassier’s transcendental realism.



Brassier meets the second demand by appropriating Alain Badiou’s rationalist account of 

thought,  insofar as its  mathematical abstraction enables it  to preserve the normative core of 

reason while making possible a subtractive ontology that obviates the need for an access to being 

that reflexively secures its own ontological status. However, he transforms Badiou’s subtractive 

approach to being on the basis of the mathematical thought of the empty set – the void – by re-

founding  it  upon  the limit-case  of  scientific  comprehension  –  being-nothing – the  real  as 

evacuated of all positive content, or as what is common to all stages of the indefinite process  

through which science attempts to grasp nature. Brassier re-articulates this conceptual limit is as 

a metaphysical terminus – extinction – the ultimate annihilation of all matter, which he then uses 

to reformulate Freudian death drive as a relation that every material entity bares to this terminus. 

This irrevocably unbinds the interests of reason from the interests of living, liberating the will to 

truth  from the  will  to  survive,  while  simultaneously incarnating the indifference  of being to 

thought that grounds the non-dialectical negativity of unilateral duality. Whereas After Finitude 

posits the necessary possibility that everything can become otherwise (and thereby the necessity 

that there is something rather than nothing) as thought’s point of contact with the absolute, Nihil  

Unbound posits the inevitability that everything will become nothing as thought’s subtractive 

purchase upon the real.

Brassier  has  departed  from the  position  put  forth  in  Nihil  Unbound in  at  least  three 

substantial  ways  since  its  publication.  The  first  of  these  is  his  rejection  of  Meillassoux’s 

sympathetic  characterisation  of  the  circle  of  correlationism as  an  argument  from pragmatic 

contradiction in favour of David Stove’s characterisation of it as an instance of the fallacy of  

equivocation.2 The realisation  that  correlationism is  premised upon an equivocation  between 

concepts and the objects motivates a transcendental response to correlationism more direct than 

the  Laruellian  scision  attempted  in  Nihil  Unbound,  insofar  as  the  latter  also  ignores  the 

conceptual content of thought in order to treat it as an object among others. The second departure  

is  his  abandonment  of  Badiou’s  account  of  thought  as  ultimately  too  abstract to  be 

naturalistically tractable. The realisation that Badiou and Meillassoux’s focus upon mathematics 

as the paradigm of rationality leaves them unable to account for the specificity of empirical 

science motivates a more  concrete analysis of the empirical instantiation of thought in causal 

systems that can be related to their objects through perceptual interactions. The final departure 

2 The general form of argument is generally referred to as ‘Stove’s Gem’ and Brassier explains its application to  
the question of correlationism in his paper ‘Concepts and Objects’ in The Speculative Turn (pp. 56-64).



consists in distinguishing the project of nihilism from the metaphysics of extinction, insofar as 

the latter depends upon precisely the sort of pseudo-chronological  appeal to temporality that 

plagues the argument from the arche-fossil.

Taken together, these departures announce two fundamental shifts: a shift away from the 

cartesian rationalism of Meillassoux and Badiou towards the rationalism inherent in the German 

idealism  of  Kant  and  Hegel,  and  a  shift  away  from  the  combination  of  transcendental 

minimalism and brute realism of Laruelle’s non-philosophy to the resurrected Kantianism and 

thoroughgoing  naturalism of  Sellars.  These  shifts  have  not  modified  the  core  of  Brassier’s 

project,  which  remains  that  of  preserving  and  harnessing  the  intellectual  force  of  nihilism. 

However, this is no longer simply  constrained by the need to protect the normative force of 

reason from its  own progressive  disenchantment  of  nature,  but  is  motivated by  the  need to 

articulate the relationship between the normative and the natural as such, or between what Sellars  

calls the space of reasons and the space of causes. This involves combining the general critique 

of epistemic and categorial  givenness provided by Sellars with the more specific critique of 

phenomenal  selfhood provided by Thomas Metzinger as the basis of a functionalist account of 

rational agency capable of bridging the gap between the transcendental structure of conceptual  

norms and their empirical instantiation in the behaviour of causal systems.3 This rigorously anti-

phenomenological approach  puts  Brassier’s  current  work  in  even  greater  conflict  with 

Meillassoux’s, insofar as the latter’s account of the genesis of thought from life ex nihilo, and the 

independence  of  sensible  secondary  qualities  from  mathematizable  primary  qualities  that  it 

facilitates,  ultimately  preserve  much  of  the  phenomenological account  of  experience 

traditionally favoured by correlationism.
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3 Cf. The View from Nowhere.


