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ManuelDeLandaandGrahamHarmanaretwoinfluentialrealisttheoristswhoarecreditedwith
reinvigoratingtheContinentaltraditionofphilosophybytakingtheissueofrealismseriously.Their
newbook,The Rise of Realism,isaprovocativestudyofrealism,bothasahistoricalideaaswellas
theirrespectiverealistpositions.Thebookisunique,writtenasadialoguebetweenbothDeLanda
andHarman,whichultimatelygivesthetextanoriginalvocativeflowthatmakesiteasytofollow
anddigest.Thevolumeisdivided intofiveparts.Thefirstpartof the text isadiscussionabout
thehistoryofrealism,mainlyitsplaceinthecontinentaltraditionaswellasitsrelationshipwith
materialism.DeLandaarguesthat,althoughnotimplicitinmostofhispriorworks,thatany“…
coherentmaterialismsmustbeformsofrealism…”(p.3).Thisisaradicalclaimtolevytowards
thecontinental traditionthathasandcurrentlyis,steepedinmaterialistconceptionswhileeither
ignoringrealismasapseudo-problemorbracketingitoffentirely.Harman,whoalthoughseesthe
reasoningbehindDeLanda’sflavourofrealism,ultimatelyrejectsmaterialismbecauseofitsduomining
tendenciestoeitherreduceobjectstotheirconstitutionsorreducethemupwardlytotheireffects–
somethingthathearguesrelationaltheoriesofobjectslikeANTandtheoriesinNewMaterialism
tendtodo(Harman,2016).

Oneofthemainissuesisthemultitudeofappropriationsofthetermsrealismandmaterialism.
MeaningsomethingspecifictobothDeLandaandHarman’srespectivephilosophicalpositions,their
confusionbothinandoutofscholarshipistheresultofanassociationofmanymeanings.Partone
seekstogivearecentgenealogicalaccountofsuchappropriationsaswellasclarify,ifnotspecify,
whattheymeanbydifferentthinkerswhoemploythem.Indoingso,theydeftlysituatetheirposition
–withoutyetexplicitlyformulatingit–concerningtheirrivals.

The Rise of Realismaimstointroduceandclarifybothstudentsofphilosophy–theanalyticand
continentaltraditions–aswellascurrentscholarsinthefieldtotherecentdevelopmentsinobject
theoriesandtheintersectionofphilosophy,criticaltheory,andsciencestudies.DeLandaandHarman
deliveronthispromisebyprovidingthereaderwithalucidandentertainingguidetosomeofthe
mostmisinterpreteddebatesinthefield.Notonlydotheauthorsclarifysomeofthesenotions,but
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theyareabletoweavetheirrespectivepositionswithinthebroaderphilosophicalnarrativeandexplain
howsuchimpactsthediscussion.Giventheauthors’objectiveofprovidingacomprehensiveguideto
understandingrealisminmodernphilosophyandcriticaltheory,DeLandaandHarman’ssharp,yet
richdialogueaccomplishesthiswithease.Thetextgivesthesensethattheauthorstranscribedtheir
conversationovercoffee,drawingthereaderintotheotherwisedensedebatesbycreatingafriendly,
non-judgmentalspace.Intheserespects,thisbookisnotonlyrelevantbuttasteful.

Its strength lies in the second part of the text Realism and Anti-Realism, which, as its title
suggests,aimstoexplorethedifferencebetweenthetwoconceptsastheyareportrayedbyvarious
thinkerssuchasHegel,Nietzsche,andHeidegger.Thissectionbestleviesthedialecticalstylethat
thebookemploys.Thedialoguebetweenthetwoauthorsmakesforbothalinearandcomprehensible
explorationoftheseconcepts.Itsprowessliesinitsabilitytomergehistoricalandcontemporary
thoughtwhilesimultaneouslylayingthegroundworkoftheirpositionsandspecialtiesamongmore
familiar ontological and epistemological theories. In doing so, DeLanda and Harman provide a
holisticscholarlytour de forcethatonewouldbehard-pressedtofindanyothervolumeonthetopic.

Unfortunately,oneofThe Rise of Realism’sgreatest strengthsoccasionallyweakens it.The
dialoguebetweenDeLandaandHarmanisfunctionalinmorethanoneway.Asmentioned,theflow
ofthetextincomparisontoastandardlinearproseoftenresultsinaneasyread,asifyouweresitting
inonacasualconversation.However,asisoftenthecasewithcasualconversation,itcansometimes
detractfromthemainsubject.The Rise of Realismisnodifferentinthisrespect.Althoughallofthe
dialogueinaparticularsectionisrelated,theconversationoftendivergesfromwhereitbegan,andonly
loosely,ifatallcomingtoanyconsensusorapplicationtotheoriginalpoint.Thishasonebenefit,the
exposuretonumerousrelatedideasthatareimportantwiththehistoricalandcontemporarythought
regardingrealism,however, theexecutioncansometimesobscure theaimofclarification.Tobe
fair,thesedetractionsarefewandfarbetween;however,thesedostrengthentheconvictionthatthis
volumewascomposedofaseriesofemailsormessagesthatwerelaterorganizedintoacoherenttext.

Naturally,anyworkofnon-fictionthatiscomposedinthismanner,ifsuchwasthecase,will
containsomedeparturesfromthetopic.Althoughtheanomalyabovestoodouttome,theimpact
ofThe Rise of Realismisnothinderedbyit.Theultimatesuccessofthisworkthatishasandwill
receiveundoubtedlyliesinitsgroundedprosestyle.Thesentencesareclear,briefandsufficiently
explanatorywithoutanycentralpointsburdenedbyqualification.Additionally,thefetishizedpassive
voiceofacademiawithitsaimtoattaintheeffectofauthorityandimpartialityisfreefromDeLanda
andHarman’sbook.Mostoftenthannaught,The Rise of Realism’ssentencesreadlikethis:

Now that you put it that way, I think I understand your question better. Heidegger’s clearest statement 
on the a priori comes in his discussion of Husserl in the first hundred or so pages of the 925 Marburg 
Lecture Course, translated into English as History of the Concept of Time. The course begins with 
a really profound discussion of Husserl, and Heidegger’s agreements and disagreements with him; 
it’s absolutely the best text for examining their intellectual relationship. Heidegger tells us here that 
the three most important contributions of phenomenology were intentionality, the original sense of a 
priori, and categorical intuition. But he missed the most important of all: intentional objects, which 
Heidegger simply ignores in his own work even though they are the very foundation of Husserl’s 
Logical Investigations. (1970) (authors’ emphasis, pp. 54-55)

Unlikemanyothervolumestheexplorethetopicsofrealism,materialism,andrelatedtheories,
whichmayultimatelybecomeoppressivebecauseofthedensequalifyingmaterials,DeLandaand
Harmanconciselysituatetheirclaimswithinthehistoricalnarrativeandcontemporarythoughtviz.
light-footedconversationalprose.However,theauthorsdoprovideconsistently,buttastefullyplaced
referencesforfurtherreading.Assuch,theoftenlacklusterandchallengingstyleemployedinacademia
issupersededbyarichandfluidprose.Thisinitselfisareasontopaycloserattention,whereother



International Journal of Actor-Network Theory and Technological Innovation
Volume 9 • Issue 2 • April-June 2017

65

topicalworksmakeaccessibilitydifficult,particularlyinanewlydevelopingsub-field,thisvolume
abandonsthatconviction,makingitbothintellectuallyvaluableandaccessible.

Insum,The Rise of Realismisofcourseentirelytimelyandpresentstwonovelflavorsofrealism
situatedwithinaphilosophicaltraditionthathasandcurrentlydoeseschewsuchrealistsentiments.
Thisbooknotonlyservesasawell-researchedintroductiontorealismbutasausefulresourcethat
shouldbecontinuallyreferredtogivenitsconsolidationofallthepertinentinformationregardingthe
historicalandcontemporaryexplorationsofrealismsandmaterialismsanditsinvestigationsthatextend
beyondthecustomarilydiscussedscopeofthefield,inparticular,socialtheory.Assuch,studentsof
ANTandtheschoolsofNewMaterialismwillfindthisvolumeparticularlyuseful.Itsdialecticalprose
isengaging,inclusive,andactivemakingitaccessibletoanyoneinterestedinrealismincontemporary
continentalphilosophy,criticaltheoryandthestudyofscience,technology,andsociety.

NOTE
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