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Ray Brassier gilt als einer der Vertreter eines modernen Nihilismus mit sei-
nem 2006 erschienenen Buch Nihil Unbound. Seine akademischen Wurzeln Nihil Unbound. Seine akademischen Wurzeln Nihil Unbound
liegen bei Philosophen wie Wilfried Sellars, aber auch Francis Laruell, Alain 
Badiou und Robert Brandom – einer Vielfalt unterschiedlichster Tradition. 
Wir sprachen mit ihm über seine theoretische Entwicklung von einem elimi-
nativen Materialismus hin zu einer dialektischen Form.
Ein Gespräch über Nihilismus, Hegel und den Preis der Wahrheit.

DAS INTERVIEW FÜHRTE MAX EMANUEL POINTNER

»Ours is an 
era in which 
despair is as 
exhausted as 
hope«

cogito   In Nihil Unbound you are claiming that »The disenchantment of the world 
deserves to be celebrated as an achievement of intellectual maturity, not bewailed 
as a debilitating impoverishment«. You are also connecting this idea to the project of 
Enlightenment as the search for truth. Is the idea of truth – as the insight in a mind- and 
human-independent reality – inherently connected to your idea of nihilism?

Ray Brassier   Yes. Very simply, the more we know about ourselves and our world, the less we 
can continue to believe the things that seemed to make life valuable. � e question is whether 
one can disconnect truth from value without reasserting a metaphysical conception of truth, of 
the sort that has been discredited by post-Kantian philosophy. I tried to do this in my book by 
appealing to François Laruelle’s notion of truth as ›adequation without correspondence‹. I’ve since 
become dissatis� ed with this. I now think that although truth can’t be severed from justi� cation, 
the resources of justi� cation transcend those of evaluation. � at means we can know things to be 
true that we can’t yet properly evaluate, whether positively or negatively. Our a� ective modalities 
lag behind our cognitive discoveries.

A familiar argument against nihilism seems to be the following: If nothing matters (or 
has a purpose, meaning...etc.) than this insight that nothing matters also does not mat-
ter (has a purpose, meaning...etc.). You are discussing this argument of performative 
self-refutation in your book and also on other occasions. What is your response to this?

Nihilism is not so easily refuted because it thinks something true. It forces us to think very hard 
about our criterion for ›mattering‹. If the ends that make things matter are conceived as actuali-
ties that cannot be undone by becoming then (as Nietzsche saw) incredulity towards such ends 
undermines our criteria for mattering. Renouncing justi� cation in terms of ends altogether leads 
to the valorization of transience. But transience is merely the contrary of permanence. Valorizing 
transience does not undo teleology, it merely imbues it with the value traditionally ascribed to 
permanence, i.e., that of being an end in itself. Turning impermanence into an end in itself is the 
short-circuiting of teleology, not its relinquishment. Ultimately I think, evaluation can’t be sepa-
rated from justi� cation and justi� cation can’t be decoupled from teleology. What nihilism shows 
is that a certain conception of the ultimate ends of thinking and living has become unjusti� able. 
So the challenge is to conceive new ends for thinking and living, ends whose actuality is not me-
rely the abstract negation of becoming. � at means thinking the identity of being and becoming 
beyond substance. I think Hegel has a lot to o� er here. I see him as a thinker of de-substantializa-
tion or un-actualization, rather than a theologian of absolute substance (I realize this is a peculiar 
reading, but I don’t think it’s indefensible). In other words, I think the way through nihilism lies 
in Hegel rather than in Nietzsche. 

You are making a distinction between the interests of living and those of thinking. One 
could also describe those in Kantian terms as the practical and the theoretical interest. 
For Kant and his successors there seems also to be a (logical) priority of the practical 
interest towards the theoretical. How would you argue against this idea or would you 
also suggest some kind of link between those two?

I think it’s a mistake to subordinate either to the other. I see a link such that theoretical reason 
can only be practically realized. � is is Sellars’s insight, not mine. It’s the reason why he insists the 
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manifest image of man-in-the-world, encompassing our practical purposes, must be fused with 
the scienti� c image, encompassing our theoretical understanding of the world. � is is the con-
dition for reconciling the practical interests of living with the theoretical interests of thinking. 
But I don’t think this can remain a merely regulative ideal; it must be realized and this reali-
zation entails a transformation of the fundamental conditions of thinking and living, which 
are ultimately social and economic. � is is why I see Marx as the thinker who concretizes the 
conditions for what Sellars called the “stereoscopic fusion” of the manifest and scienti� c images, 
or practical and theoretical reason. 

There are several strategies to deal with the nihilistic insight. You try to oppose some 
of them, e.g. the Nietzschean way and instead are arguing for a so-called ›cognitive 
resolution‹. Could you elaborate on this idea? And what is from your perspective the 
problem with other ways of dealing with nihilism (e.g. Camus Absurdism or aesthetic 
resolutions)?

To resolve nihilism cognitively requires rede� ning the notion of end-in-itself beyond the 
opposition of time to eternity. Doing so also requires overcoming the opposition of individual 
to collective interests and personal to impersonal perspectives. I’m afraid I can only o� er these 
extremely schematic responses right now, although I’d like to � esh them out in future work. 
Generally, as far as the cognitive resolution of nihilism is concerned, I think Hegel and Marx 
have more to o� er than Kierkegaard, Nietzsche or Camus. 

You have been sometimes associated with Speculative Realism which opposes the 
idea of so-called ›correlationism‹. You distinguish between an acceptable epistemic 
sense of this idea and an inacceptable skeptical conception. Could you explain this 
distinction a bit further? What is your argument against the claim that the epistemic 
version eventually leads to the more fundamental one as some speculative realists 
insist?

� e concept of correlationism is Quentin Meillassoux’s. It has been much abused but I think it 
is illuminating if used with caution. Correlation in the epistemic sense is Kantianism: we can 
think the thing-in-itself but we can’t know it. ›� inking‹ here means conceptualize; conceptua-
lization being a necessary but not su�  cient condition for knowing. Correlation in the skeptical 
sense is Heideggerianism: we can neither know nor think, i.e. conceptualize, the thing-in-its-
elf; it is ›wholly other‹ to conceptualization and therefore of the order of liminal experience 
rather than philosophical theory. Skepticism here pertains to the possibility of conceptuali-
zation as such; the suggestion being that the limits of conceptualization mark the irruption 
of the ine� able. � is loss of con� dence in conceptualization leads to the rehabilitation of a 
kind of radical transcendence (›Being‹, ›Ereignis‹, ›the wholly Other‹, etc.) – not the divine 
transcendence of classical theology, but a transcendence that de� es intelligibility: one that we 
are gripped by but that we cannot get a grip on, a transcendence to which we are subjected 
but that cannot be subjectivized (hence the twin dereliction of the concept and the subject). I 
think Meillassoux is perfectly correct when he traces the emergence of a certain religious pathos 
in 20th century philosophical discourse (the resurgence of theological motifs in thinkers like 
Benjamin, Adorno, Heidegger, Derrida, and Levinas) to this destitution of conceptual ratio-
nality and the conviction that the concept has no purchase on transcendence (this is obviously 
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a long-term consequence of the rejection of Hegel’s resolution of Kant’s dichotomies). I don’t 
believe Kant’s ›weak‹ epistemic correlationism leads ineluctably to Heidegger’s ›strong‹ skeptical 
variant and the subordination of conceptualization to transcendence. I don’t think Meillassoux 
really thinks so either, but it’s an unintended consequence of the historical dialectic he sets up, 
which requires that Hegel’s speculative overcoming of Kant’s transcendentalism be overcome in 
turn by what he calls ›strong correlationism‹ (as exempli� ed by Heidegger), which rejects the 
speculative absolutization of the Concept in the name of a transcendence that de� es conceptu-
alization. I think the alternative to both weak and strong correlationism lies in a new form of 
dialectical materialism, in which contradiction is irresolvable and materiality can’t be restricted 
to substance. 

In one of your more recent writings (Dialectics Between Suspicion and Trust) you discuss 
the dialectical nature of reason which leads to a self-destructive behaviour in which 
the project of disenchantment through rationality turns against itself in the form of a 
genealogical attack on the authority of reason. Can you explain how this authority 
and the genealogical projects are connected?

Brandom’s formulation is very apt: where Enlightenment critique disenchanted the world th-
rough reason, genealogical critique is disillusionment with reason. Nietzsche is the emblematic 
� gure of genealogical critique. So the key lies in understanding how the philosophical critique 
of reason undergoes a transformation from Kant to Nietzsche. With Kant, it is reason that 
carries out its own critique, in the sense of identifying its own remit and limits. � e � nitude of 
reason reveals both its boundedness by the transcendence of the thing-in-itself and its unboun-
dedness within the realm of phenomenal immanence. With Kant, it is precisely the critique 
of reason that establishes reason’s proper authority. But Nietzsche’s disquali� cation of the 
transcendental postulate of the thing-in-itself re-establishes empirical limits to reason’s purview 
within the domain of appearances: conception is constrained by culture and physiology because 
it is unconstrained by any necessary transcendental conditions. � e destitution of the transcen-
dental a priori re-establishes an empirical a priori in the form of culture and physiology. Genea-
logy subverts the authority of reason in both its empirical and transcendental employment by 
tracing conceptual necessity to cultural and physiological contingency. � us, it subverts reason’s 
own critical legitimacy by showing how transcendental re� ection is pathologically conditioned: 
reason cannot establish its own purview nor its own limits because it remains blind to the 
cultural and physiological forces that circumscribe its perspective and determine its operations. 
Rationality is a symptom, knowledge of whose causes undermines its authority. 

You ascribe genealogical projects a necessary role in the dialectic process of rationa-
lity. They operate with a concept which you call the ›superempirical‹ to subvert the 
authority of reason. What do you mean by that and how is it linked to your distinction 
between local and global variants of genealogy?

By ›superempirical‹ I mean instances like ›the ascetic ideal‹ or more generally, ›the will to 
power‹, through which genealogists like Nietzsche explain the genesis of normative concepts. 
� us for instance, Nietzsche sees the metaphysical conception of ›truth‹ as the symptom of an 
›ascetic ideal‹ that encourages its adherents to depreciate sensually satisfying appearances in the 
name of a more exalted domain of spiritually ful� lling supernatural ›essences‹. But the in� uence 
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