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Abstract

This thesis is located in a cross-over domain between philosophy and 
design practice. Within design activities, different methods and tools can 
be employed, and theory can be more or less present. The specific thread 
embraced and analysed is that of Speculative Design. An experimental 
relationship between the latter and Object-Oriented-Ontology (OOO) 
is established, aiming at creating a potential practice with the depth of a 
(design) philosophy.

The aim is to speculate on a potential implication of the coupled 
movements. In matching Object-Oriented-Ontology and Speculative 
Design, this thesis necessarily goes through their respective strengths and 
weaknesses. In order to do so, this thesis does not pursue a theoretical 
exhaustion, or the creation of a contribution to the body of theory. The 
wish is to open a debate for further developments, and hopefully practical 
experimentations.

To date, there are limited impacts of the practical adoption of OOO into 
the realm of design-knowledge and design practices. 
Many of which relegated to the art world.
This thesis takes the relationship further, to investigate how Object-
Oriented-Ontology axioms can actively interact with the expressive field 
of Speculative Design, to create opportunities for practical speculation 
in learning environments. It wagers on the role of artefacts’ creation as a 
path to exploration for preferable futures, where the perspective offered 
by OOO is a necessary basis for worthwhile and effective progressions.
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Introduction



This thesis is about weird objects and an impossible reality.
And speculation. A lot of speculation.

The first chapter begins with a motivational section. A particular 
importance is recognized to these first pages, as the peculiar character 
of this thesis requires a broad contextualization. Reading the motivation 
segment, the relevance of the work starts to slowly shape itself. Going 
deeper in introducing the importance, the research questions are 
formulated. Taking a step further in defining this thesis, the scope and 
delimitation are relevant terms to engage with and experiment. The 
chapter concludes with the thesis outline, briefly exposing the skeleton of 
the work. 

Motivation
In the past fifteen years the term Object-Oriented-Ontology (also called 
OOO) has started to appear in more and more disciplines. This sudden 
interest toward Speculative Realism has taken a variety of forms and has 
quite often entwined with Speculative and Critical Design (not always 
with complete awareness of it). Throughout this thesis I will explore 
the potential intersection among these two movements; in order to do 
so, OOO’s relevant traits are firstly exposed, and subsequently critically 
discussed. The aim resides in investigating and conceivably uncover the 
broad value that the blend of Object-Oriented-Ontology and Speculative 
Design can create, when occurring with the proper infrastructure. 

It is important to clarify from the beginning what it is meant by the words 
‘futures’. Indeed, this expression is familiar to the field of Futures Studies 
and to the overall attempt to disclose preferable futures. The s at the end 
of the term symbolises the existence of many potential alternative futures, 
while at the same time refusing the notion of a singular determined future 
that is still to be revealed. Futures are not predictable; however, humans’ 
attitude towards them can influence today’s behaviours in the possibility 
of affecting tomorrow’s developments.  

The American philosopher Graham Harman is the main exponent of 
Object-Oriented-Ontology, and his work is widely engaged here. As part 
of the Speculative Realism intellectual activity, Harman’s work is known 
for pointing in favour of an object-turn. This philosophical work explores 
the nature of reality, and this attempt is dedicated to the investigation of 
nonhuman entities – objects. Different objects feature different levels of 
reality, human or non-human; however, they are all equally objects. More 
important, there is a strong rejection of anthropocentric approaches to 
reality and interactions among objects. Indeed, the real existence of these 
objects is almost entirely inaccessible. This condition, called withdrawal, 
asks for exploring how is it possible to get to know things once it is 
not possible to touch the true object anymore. Here, Harman poses a 
distinct emphasis on the genuine experience of aesthetic, symbolized by 
the metaphor. This proposed method for cognition obviously has a 
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strong take on the artistic world, which is in fact one of the areas more 
influenced by OOO. Additionally, Object-Oriented-Ontology invites 
anyone to question knowledge creation and knowledge gain; while 
exploring humans’ position to reality and to the world.

Speculative Design (also called SD) departs from and is still part of 
what is defined as design, here used as an umbrella-term for many 
ramifications of methods and techniques. In this direction, Speculative 
Design might be considered as a new design approach that developed 
in the second half of the past century. With a growing scene in the past 
three decades, it evolved in different tools and practices. However, the 
heart of the discipline remains faithful to its origins: SD is design for 
Debate. Speculative Design proposals are meant to start a conversation 
about various issues; in most cases it is a forward-looking question, asking 
if those projections toward the futures are the one that we want to aim 
for as humans. While there is also a strategic corporate application of 
the field, connected to the extrapolation of futuristic product lineages 
and services, this one tends to take on a different name (e.g. Strategic 
Foresight) and different tools. Speculative Design as here engaged is 
mostly focused on the exploration of alternative presents and future 
possibilities. It is offering a mirror to society to investigate how things 
could and should develop while moving forward.

Both the two key actors presented in the previous paragraphs are 
practising and playing with the notion of speculation, even though 
theoretically in slightly different ways. This investigation lies in the 
primitive question: what is the real value of speculation? In the past 
decades it has been praised as extremely powerful and potentially 
beneficial, but can it really be the panacea for all (or most of) ills? Object-
Oriented-Ontology stands as a controversial philosophy that might be 
capable of offering to Speculative Design the structure that this latter 
is lacking. Moreover, OOO offers an alternative standpoint to what is 
usually seen in design; suddenly, the designer loses the privileged role that 
fields as design thinking have artfully constructed. 
The following example of an artwork brings together both the 
investigation of non-human objects and Speculative Design as a practice.

Speculative Design

Picture 1.1 - Eduardo Navarro, Timeless Alex, 2015.     
Performance.

Picture 1.2 - Eduardo Navarro, Timeless Alex, 2015. 
Exhibit of the custom.
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In his piece Timeless Alex, at the New Museum’s “Surround Audience” 
Triennial, Eduardo Navarro crawled into an artificial turtle-skin ca-
mouflage. His artistic aim was to twist the perspectives, and instead of 
interrogating himself – as a human – on how other creatures live, he 
decided to make an attempt to be those creatures himself. Specifically, he 
decided to wear a turtle costume and start breathing and crawling as the 
animal would do. While interviewed, Navarro claimed that ‘When I was 

doing the performance [I felt] that it wasn’t me trying to transform, but a turtle 

trying to become human.’ (Kerr, 2016, p.3).  The artist’s effort combines 
Object-Oriented-Ontology viewpoint with a Speculative Design work. 
As such, it plays at the intersection among these two speculative domains. 
What is the role of this piece in investigating OOO and SD influences 
in day-to-day life? Navarro’s ability to enter the turtle’s consciousness is 
open for interpretation. However, the motivation for this thesis moves 
slightly away from this kind of personal experimentation. Regardless of 
personal and field distinctions, speculation, as proposed by Object-Orien-
ted-Ontology and Speculative Design, is explored to understand appli-
cable and genuine potentials. 
The presentation of Harman’s philosophy, in the next chapter, 
demonstrates few inconsistencies between the pursuing ideals of the 
movement and the practical outcomes of it; on the other hand, in 
exploring SD there are structural insufficiencies that complicates the 
aspiration to becoming a design philosophy. While the potentiality of 
blending these two movements together is detected, the intention is to 
define its role in learning environments. In doing so, the motivation 
flows from personal experimentation to the speculation on futures 
of knowledge. Among other elements, this transformation becomes 
interesting as it takes away the field of activity from the designers’ 
exclusivity and it finds a new possible exploration in a shared speculation. 
Nonetheless, there is a part of the motivation that resides within the 
personal exploration. This thesis is also the investigation of my critical 
thinking in relation to an area of research that is part of my every day. 
After having spent all my conscious years within the school system, I am 
facing for the first time a reality without classes, exams and tests. This 
personal crossroad pushed me to question what I am bringing with me of 
all these experiences. 
Almost by chance, one year ago I found myself involved in the reality of 
Futures Studies. My journey with Bespoke began through an academic 
internship, and like in many cases, continued as a student job. As I am 
finishing this thesis, am I lucky enough to be employed full-time in 
this amazing place. Here I learnt more about Futures Design, Strategic 
Foresight and speculation; while in this process, I started to explore 
the role of knowledge within these fields and I found myself with few 
unresolved doubts.
With this thesis I want to prove to myself that I can critically work with 
theoretical and practical inputs to give form to a personal contribution. 
Even though I am aware that a master’s thesis can sadly remain 
inconsequential, taking this path has been my own gift for reaching the 
finish line. 

Entering the arena
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During the first (and hopefully the last) lockdown I have ever 
experienced, I have honestly wondered what I was expecting to achieve 
through this effort. A satisfying grade? A nice job? Obviously, yes – as 
most of the students I would add. Yet, those are the motivations that 
mainly brought me here. Not how I want to conclude this journey. I want 
to prove to myself that I am leaving this place with something more than 
when I entered. Or at least with the self-awareness of expressing my 
reasoning on something I believe is important. 
And I think this is important.
I am supposed to have learnt how to wear my business-glasses, and thanks 
to this course also my designer-glasses. What now? I am challenging how 
I am experiencing the world around me. Am I conscious enough? Am I 
respectful enough? Do I even know enough? Speculative Design gave me 
questions, and Object-Oriented-Ontology gave me perspective. 

Relevance and Research Questions
Throughout this subchapter, the aim is to define the gap that this work 
is supposed to fill. In order to do that, it is crucial to acknowledge the 
global fast-paced expansion that design recently experienced, particularly 
thanks to postmodernism and to globalization in general. While digital 
technologies are pushing design to embrace a whole new set of dynamics 
and rules, its role is evolving into something different from the previous 
context. The social function of design is now more relevant than ever, 
as it seems a design responsibility to conceive and create a liveable 
tomorrow. Whereas design is gaining a new dimension, the debate on 
designers’ role suggests that they should share this task with others. A 
new and explorative social mode requires new methods and new ways of 
thinking; comprehending the incredibly important function that design 
is acquiring, such methods and ways of thinking should be debated with 
a larger and more inclusive crowd. From a far-reaching perspective, this 
thesis develops within this setting.
Moreover, in the direction of evolving from the classic design’s contexts 
and expanding into various domains of knowledge, the role of human-
centred design is questioned and doubted. 
While everyone can be seen as some sort of designer, the focus of the 
attention shifts towards the futures. In such a confusing and complicated 
framework, how is it possible to investigate possible or preferable 
scenarios? Where and how is the focus of design shifting? It presents 
unprecedented methodological issues, among others.

On closer inspection, Object-Oriented-Ontology and Speculative Design 
shall be identified as movements that achieved some sort of recognition 
in their respective fields. They both question, in different tones and ways, 
for whom such futures should be investigated. This type of questioning 
should find an answer – or at least a framework – in the pages of this 
thesis. 
With regards to the gap this work is trying to fill, it should be by now 
quite easy to frame. There is an acknowledged need for such a masterful 
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twist from the designers’ responsibility to everyone’s commitment, but 
there’s no framework for it. Accordingly, the first research question is 
formulated as follow:
Does Object-Oriented-Ontology efficiently merge with Speculative Design to 

create a space for exploration?

What I hope to offer while seeking for an answer, is a combined 
framework that constructing upon the functioning traits of both these 
movements creates a coherent and solid skeleton for speculation. In such 
a process, the first and most important step consists in the exposition of 
valuable and not-so-valuable characteristics of Object-Oriented-Ontology 
and Speculative Design. Once this framework can be claimed, there is a 
second relevant research question:

And if so, how can this space be used as a way of cognition to explore the futures?

In the limitation of a master’s thesis, the first research question acquires a 
considerable section of the work. Whilst the second research question is 
still addressed, there is an extensive space for growth for future’s research. 

Research Philosophy and Delimitations
In the attempt of creating a critical contribution, the present section 
necessitates particular attention. Even though the specific angle that I 
am defining and locating this thesis in hasn’t earned too much attention 
so far, in the past fifteen years there has been a wide range of works - 
from critiques to further developments – both regarding Speculative 
and Critical Design and Object-Oriented-Ontology. What is the exact 
framework of this type of contribution? It seems intricate to define. 
Echoing the thoughts of Matt Ward, my wish was not to fall into the 
academic trap of out critiquing the positions expressed by other and more 
influential critics; neither in reaching some sort of intellectual purity 
while looking from far away and evaluating from a position of privilege 
(Ward, 2019). A step forward in defining the infrastructure of this thesis 
is located in the delimitation of the research philosophy. Generally, the 
argument in doing so is mainly influenced by the author’s perception 
of the relationship between knowledge itself and the generation of 
knowledge (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). In the light of Object-
Oriented-Ontology, this is where it becomes problematic. What type of 
work is it? Theoretical? Yes, in some nuances; but also, not completely.

According to positivists, reality is stable and can be observed and 
explained from an objective viewpoint (Levin, 1988). This means that 
the researcher has the choice of not interfering with the phenomena 
under observation; this latter should be isolated and should be 
repeatable. Already from this brief introduction, it seems clear how a 
positivist approach would destroy the credibility of this work more than 
constructing it. What am I supposed to describe when reality cannot be 
known? However, I am not the first one to find the positivists’ approach 
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problematic and less coherent. There has been an ongoing conversation 
on the issue of whether or not this paradigm is appropriate for the social 
sciences. In the movements that are contrasting this approach, it might 
seem to perceive a closer affinity with interpretivism and interpretivists. 
Accordingly, ‘interpretive researchers assume that access to reality (given 

or socially constructed) is only through social constructions such as language, 

consciousness, shared meanings, and instruments’ (Myers, 2008, p.38). Here, 
there is a rejection for the objectivist view of meaning as something 
residing outside and independently of human’s perception. Bringing 
human experience into the scene, the developed understanding is always 
limited to what the researchers have been exposed to, their unique 
experiences. 
One of this paradigm’s evolution relates to hermeneutics; in particular, it 
seems interesting to bring Heidegger’s philosophical hermeneutics into 
this framework. 
The reason in doing so lies within the conflictual relationship between 
Harman and Heidegger. Object-Oriented-Ontology takes up Heidegger’s 
account of the nature of tools and widely build upon Heidegger’s major 
work Being and Time (1927). In doing so, Harman recognizes the brilliant 
intuitions that sparked Heidegger’s work; however, being an idealist, he 
gives little space to what is non-relevant to human accessibility, focusing 
on the human perception. In Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology 
there are the same limitations that Harman recognizes in Heidegger’s 
work. 
Taking a step forward, critical realism is first and foremost a philosophy 
concerned with ontology (Bhaskar, 2014). Particularly interesting seems 
what is defined by Bhaskar as the epistemic fallacy: how can we reduce 
statements about the world to statements about our knowledge of the 
world (ontology vs. epistemology)? Critical realism turns against the 
implicit ontology of mainstream philosophy where reality is unstructured 
and unchanging. It sides with a structured, differentiated and changing 
world. Hereby, ‘critical realism is ontologically bold, but epistemologically 

modest, the latter being a consequence of the fact that our knowledge of the world 

is always constituted in terms of available discourses, and hence there is no 

Archimedean point from which to evaluate them.’ (Burns, 2010). 
As a meta-theoretical position, it offers a reflexive philosophical 
viewpoint to formulate an account of science. Obviously, there are 
different levels of deepness in embracing this paradigm. 

Within this framework, this thesis is a speculation on our theoretical 
commitment to reality. A speculative attempt. 
As such, it brings as many inputs as limitations (maybe, even more second 
than first ones). No data are presented; moreover, there is no intention 
in providing arguments that can be extended to a wider audience and 
applied to alternative scenarios. Embracing C. Wright Mills standpoint 
on Craftmanship, I am using my experience in this intellectual work, 
continually, to examine and interpret it (Mills, 2000). 

Heidegger’s 
hermeneutics

Critical realism
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I am personally involved in this intellectual product, which stands as a 
small first step in a possible direction for futures’ exploration. 

This is where and how it starts. 

Thesis Outline
This thesis is structured as follows:

Chapter 1 exposes the motivational aspects of this work, both from a 
theoretical and a personal perspective. Here, the problem statements are 
defined while exposing the relevance of the work. The notion of research 
philosophy is actively engaged with, to define the master’s thesis.

Chapter 2 provides the reader with an overview of the relevant traits 
of Object-Oriented-Ontology. In order to do so, a visual example is 
introduced, and will be utilized throughout the various chapters. Here the 
notions of objects, knowledge and the aesthetics experience are explained. 
Harman’s viewpoint on speculation is introduced. Throughout this 
chapter the weaknesses of Object-Oriented-Ontology are emerging, and 
they are briefly exposed.

Chapter 3 illustrates the role of design-knowledge. Defining design 
dilemmas as ill-formulated wicked problems, the inherently exploratory 
traits of the field emerge. In this context, design as a way for futures’ 
exploration is introduced, engaging with the key theme of Speculative 
Design. Throughout the exposition of the latter, few difficulties and 
deficiencies take shape.

Chapter 4 gets to the core of the matter. Here, a heartfelt discussion 
towards the coupling of Object-Oriented-Ontology and Speculative 
Design begins. Firstly, through the discrepancies of Harman’s philosophy 
introduced in Chapter 2, the potential value and possible contribution 
of OOO is clarified. This develops while engaging with aspects of the 
philosophical work of Immanuel Kant and Karl Marx.

Chapter 5 finally illustrates a possible scenario after Object-Oriented-
Ontology and Speculative Design. In particular, how these movements 
could merge and provide a worthwhile and effective framework for 
bringing speculation within the learning environments. 

Chapter 6 provides the final thoughts regarding the development of this 
speculative work. Starting from the research questions, a direct answer is 
offered; while it clarifies the aim for this thesis.

1.4
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This chapter aims at providing a fair introduction to Object-Oriented-
Ontology, as part of Speculative Realism. The centre of attention are 
those traits of Harman’s philosophy that are pertinent to the issues 
addressed and investigated throughout the thesis. Thereby, this section 
does not pretend to be an exhaustive and complete overview of OOO. 
In addition, it investigates Harman’s belief on the role of speculation, 
which ultimately leads the conversation towards the first hints of critical 
reasoning.

Being and Becoming
‘Problem-solving is the bread and butter of life, and we shall starve without those 

who can do it. But besides those who can see ahead of them the one right answer 

we need those who can see around them a million possibilities. We need the 

radial, as well as the axial, type of mind.’  (Shackle, 2013, p. 767)

Investigating how I am looking at the world, and how this viewpoint has 
been influenced by my life choices, is one of many questionings that gave 
life to this project. Even more important, these questions are central in 
the growing dilemma around the nature of knowledge and its creation 
both in the academic reality and outside of it.  
For the Greek philosopher Parmenides, the nature of reality is ‘being’; 
there is an eternal and flawless being of nature and change is just what 
humans perceive. The perception of the world as in flux is not what 
the world really is. According to Heraclitus instead, the world of flux is 
what the reality actually is (Hunt, 2020). For him, becoming is the world 
constant. As simple as it deceptively seems, the philosophical problem 
of Being and Becoming in its various forms is still addressed by modern 
philosophers and by some means it defines the opposite factions in the 
investigation of knowledge nature. According to Shackle (2013), decision 
is in fact an act of imagination; especially in the action of creating a new 
venture. Embracing the example he proposes, in the gesture of a man 
rolling the dice all relevant aspects can be listed to him in order to predict 
what can happen; yet this is an endless and impossible task in most of 
other cases. In the act of deciding on a new investment, not all aspects 
can be transparently listed, and the presented knowledge is constructed 
upon the past, upon what has been experienced or seen before: decisions, 
instead, are future-forward and the introduction of new knowledge 
along the way can be destructive (Shackle, 2013). Yet, does this imply 
the impossibility of relating to reality? Or the impossibility of facing the 
futures? It mainly questions what the nature of knowledge is, and what 
types of knowledge education institutions should converge.
Already in 1954, Whitehead defined ‘dead knowledge’ as quite dangerous 
for universities and scholarships, identifying the need of ‘activities in 
the presence of knowledge’  (Whitehead, 1954, p. 368). The concept of 
dead knowledge refers to the notion of inert ideas, as ‘ideas that are merely 
received into the mind without being utilized, or tested, or thrown into 
fresh combinations’ (Whitehead, 1929, pp. 1-2, as cited in Hunt, 2020). 
In order for an idea to become inert, it is proposed to the student as 
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isolated from an experiential context; a take on knowledge that seems 
quite parallel to Heidegger’s building mode of understanding the world. As 
opposed to the dwelling mode of being, the building approach pictures a 
scenario where the actor is detached from the analysed situation and she/
he can consequently create an ideal model that can work as ‘theory’, as 
opposed to ‘practice’ (Chia & Holt, 2008). What guides the dwelling mode 
instead is the inseparable inclusion of people in the surroundings (ibid). 
The fascinating issue of nature and creation of knowledge, and cognitive 
activity in general, is tackled from different perspectives in the following 
pages, as both Object-Oriented-Ontology (OOO) and Speculative Design 
(SD) are in many ways part of the debate. Entering the next chapter, 
particularly, I will try to guide the reader into the relevant traits of 
Harman’s philosophy and, by doing so, also engage his viewpoint on how 
we experience knowledge.

Intro to Object-Oriented-Ontology
‘Instead of the dull realism of mindless atoms and billiard balls that is usually in-

voked to spoil all the fun in philosophy, I will defend a weird realism. This model 

features a world packed full of ghostly real objects signaling to each other from 

inscrutable depths, unable to touch one another fully.’  (Harman, 2007, p. 187)

Object-Oriented-Ontology (also known as OOO; pronounced as The 
Triple O) is one of the four original philosophical projects of Speculative 
Realism: Meillassoux’s ‘speculative realism,’ Harman’s ‘object-oriented 
philosophy,’ Grant’s ‘neovitalism’, and Brassier’s ‘radical nihilism’ 
(Harman, 2018). Speculative Realism functions as an ‘umbrella term for 

philosophers, theorists, and critics who are interested in developing models 

and methods for thinking about reality (..)’ (Gottlieb, 2016, p.2). Realism 
refers to the commitment to the existence of a world independent of 
the human mind – as opposed to idealism (Harman, 2018). Most recent 
philosophies can be defined as correlationist, as they refer to reality just 
in relation to the human subjectivity: I can only access my relationship 
with the world. This mindset has been categorized as epistemological, 
while Speculative Realism is deeply devoted to ontology, as the nature of 
reality. According to Harman, all four philosophies are speculative in the 
way that they all reach conclusions that seem counterintuitive. Once this 
coherence has been acknowledged, there are not too many other points 
in common among these ways of thinking from a theoretical perspective. 
While they are all trying to answer similar questions in the dialogue 
‘with reality’, they are doing so in different ways. If it is still possible to 
look at Speculative Realism as a unity, this is characterized by an ongoing 
impact in other fields of practice and research. More than a philosophical 
movement, it is an intellectual vibrancy (Gottlieb, 2016). Nevertheless, 
from this point forward the focus will be primarily on OOO. It is relevant 
to be noted that speculative realism is identified, along with the work of 
Alfred North Whitehead, as the major sources for the renewed attention 
for speculation (Halewood, 2017). The first appearance to the public 
of the word ‘Object-Oriented-Ontology’ dates back to 1999, as the title 
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of a lecture given at Brunel University near London (Harman, 2018). 
However, the first conference on the topic was held not before 2010, at 
Georgia Tech (Atlanta, Georgia).

Embracing the viewpoint of OOO, the danger to thought is idealism, 
and its best remedy is reality (Harman, 2017). Hence follows a central 
principle of OOO: ‘since reality is always radically different from our 

formulation of it, and is never something we encounter directly in the flesh, we 

must approach it indirectly.’ (ibid, p.7). 
By asserting that the external world exists independently from the 
fact that humans are aware of it, OOO is drawing a clear division line 
from the continental philosophy of the past century. Taking this stand, 
OOO - and more generally Speculative Realism – is expressing a strong 
disagreement with previous traditions and embracing a path that will 
ask for many explanations for the years to come. Indeed, correlationism 
shouldn’t be interpreted simply as the core tendency of continental 
philosophy during the past century. The key to understanding the 
emergence and the strong influence that Speculative Realism had, is 
to first understand how deeply correlationism is ingrained in Western 
mainstream culture. 
It is Kantian to claim that the ‘phenomena depend upon the mind to exist’ 
(Braver, 2007 p. 39, as cited in Shaviro, 2015). Which, in other words, is 
the same as stating that everything is reduced to the human access. If the 
human mind cannot access something then either it does not exist, or it 
is not valuable enough to try to understand it – and this second option 
might be even worse. What is the dark side of embedding this standpoint 
in how humans experience and interact with the world? Taking it to the 
extreme, it constructs a scale of values within the human mind, where 
clearly humanity stands first. The higher point of the pyramid. 

It has been stated that the world exists even without human awareness of 
it. Even though this is a great start, it is not enough to understand OOOs. 
In ‘Object-Oriented Ontology: A new theory of everything’, Harman uses 
the introduction to clearly states seven basic principles of the theory. 
For the sake of clarity, the same approach will be taken here.

1. all objects must be given equal attention, whether they be human,  
 non-human, natural, cultural, real or fictional

2. objects are not identical with their properties, but have a tense  
 relationship with those properties, and this very tension is  
 responsible for all of the change that occurs in the world

3. objects come in just two kinds: real objects exist whether or not  
 they currently affect anything else, while sensual objects exist  
 only in relation to some real object 

4. real objects cannot relate to one another directly, but only   
 indirectly, by means of a sensual object 

5. the properties of objects also come in just two kinds: real and  
 sensual 

The need for a 
new approach
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6. these two kinds of objects and two kinds of qualities lead to four  
 basic permutations, which OOO treats as the root of time and  
 space, as well as two closely related terms known as essence and  
 eidos

7. OOO holds that philosophy generally has a closer relationship  
 with aesthetics than with mathematics or natural science

These points clearly deal with the first two Os of Object-Oriented-
Ontology. I introduced the term Ontology in the first part of the chapter; 
the terms ontology and metaphysics tend to be treated as synonyms, in 
the sense of a philosophy concerned with the structure of reality as such, 
rather than focusing on specific domains (Harman, 2017). Recognizing a 
key feature in withdrawal (point 4), OOO has been objected as inclined 
to negative statements on the unknowable reality. To complicate its 
position, following Socrates’ footsteps, OOO believes that no one is 
actually in possession of knowledge or truth (ibid). The accusation of 
leaning toward negative statements should be avoided, as it assumes 
that the only two possible alternatives are clear prose statements of truth 
or vague poetic gesticulations; instead, cognition doesn’t take these forms. 
As it will be explored in the following pages, philosophy is not a form of 
knowledge and yet has cognitive value (ibid).

Using the term ‘withdrawal’ can be misleading, as it may sound like the 
object will magically hide itself somewhere secret. This is not the case.
I am introducing here the use of a visual example to clarify the concept of 
withdrawal. Engaging the theory with a concrete case will be beneficial in 
different passages moving forward; the used example will be consistently 
the same object.
As I am sitting in my living room, working on this paper, I can constantly 
see the armchair positioned next to my desk.

Withdrawal
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Picture 2.1 - The armchair from perspective 1. 

Picture 2.2 - The armchair from perspective 2.



This armchair has a structure of its own. As I (or any other object) 
am trying to make contact with it, it is impossible for me to replicate 
faultlessly the form of it. As I try to interact with my armchair, I cannot 
extract its exact structure and utilize it in my mind without bringing 
the substance with me. In other words, I can draw the perfect geometric 
representation of this armchair, but this won’t be the armchair in 
itself. From a practical perspective, withdrawal implies that a structure 
or a form exists in only one place; when moved it is translated into 
something else than the previous one (Harman, 2018). 

Objects
‘For it is false that dragons have autonomous reality in the same manner as a 

telephone pole. My point is not that all objects are equally real, but that they are 

equally objects.’  (Harman, 2011, p. 5)

Each of us refers to ‘objects’ every day, either through their usage or in the 
act of talking about them. As ‘object’ is such a common notion, Harman’s 
conception of them can easily be semi-understood and consequently 
partially misinterpreted. The word object in itself seems to suggest a 
hard, material entity; yet this does not represent all sorts of things that 
is possible to come across in the world. OOO defines objects in the 
following terms: ‘An object is anything that cannot be entirely reduced either 

to the components of which it is made or to the effects that it has on other things.’ 
Harman clearly states in different occasions that human experience is 
different, and presumably with an increased complexity in comparison 
to other objects; simply, this is not the point relevant to OOO and it does 
not classify humans as non-objects or more-than-objects.

The definition of objects may appear almost as a list of what the objects 
are not, instead of a clear definition of the building blocks of philosophy.
Yet, how do I explain what a thing is? Considering the visual example of 
the armchair, I can see two ways to proceed,

1. It is composed of a structure and of pillows on top of it. The  
 structure is made of wood, glue and screws; while the pillows are  
 covered in brown leather, but they are filled with a cotton-like  
 material

2. It is something you can use to seat. It reminds of something like  
 a 110’ degrees corner, and you can put things on it or seat a  
 person and it will hold them still

Saying what it is made of, or what it does, are the only two ways of 
telling someone what a thing is. However, OOO argues that both are 
forms of reductionism – upward and downward. Modernity is marked by 
‘overmining’; in other words, things are generally reduced to their impact 
on each other and on humans. In contrast with the pre-Socratic thinkers’ 
approach of ‘undermining’, where things were diminished to the sum of 
their components. Individuals cannot know if an object really exists or is 
the fabrication of their undermining / overmining techniques: ‘there is no 
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direct access to the world that could permanently establish the existence of these 

objects’ (Harman, 2017, p. 51). 
The act of reducing an object either to the sum of its components 
(undermining) or to its direct manifestations (overmining) is assuming 
that objects are becoming reality through something else than their own 
fundamental reality. 
In embracing 1. or 2. as the object in itself, I am destroying it.
Moreover, in looking back at the history of philosophy, most worldviews 
can be classified in these two strategies, both of which Harman clearly 
reproves. Yet, the object-oriented theory does not claim to invent or to 
be the first-comer in proposing such an approach. This is visible while 
reading Harman in the first place, while he continuously refers and 
transparently constructs upon and corrects previous remarkable thinkers 
in whom he recognizes a strong value. Object-oriented philosophy 
reinforces and renews the theories of substances such as Aristotle or 
Leibniz, giving back to the object its autonomous reality (Harman, 2011). 

Being object-oriented thinker does not imply being a realist. 
Martin Heidegger is almost omnipresent in the attempts to explain OOO; 
he largely wrote about hammers and various objects while discussing his 
tool-analysis and he can be considered as the core departing point for 
Harman himself. Yet, he is an idealist giving little space to what is non-
relevant to human accessibility. As an object-oriented idealist, he turns 
the focus on human perception. Namely, I am conscious of the armchair 
lying in my living room in front of me.
However, in recognizing how objects withdraw from direct human access 
he is pointing towards what Harman defines as real objects. Objects 
have qualities, and there are tensions among them. To be specific, there 
are four of these tensions (Harman, 2011). This is a core and repeatedly 
stressed notion in OOO. There are real and sensual objects, and there are 
real and sensual qualities. As it is clearly claimed by Harman, ‘real objects 

exist whether or not they currently affect anything else, while sensual objects 

exist only in relation to some real object’ (Harman, 2017, p.9). 

Harman recognizes the influence among different entities, yet the 
question seems to stay: since real objects are not able of direct relation, 
how is it possible for them to touch?
This notion is known as ‘vicarious causation’.
Real objects exist regardless of the individuals’ perception of them, while 
sensual objects are existing only as related to the individuals’ acts of 
consciousness. The same process applies with qualities: sensual qualities 
are known through the senses, yet the real ones do not appear sensually 
but by indirect allusion. It is clear that it is impossible for two real objects 
to touch, yet a real object can easily touch a sensual one. However, causal 
relations are still contemplated, but they are ‘more difficult and paradoxical 

than is usually believed’ (Harman, 2018).

Real and 
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Picture 2.3 - The armchair with Giorgia from perspective 1. 

Picture 2.4 - The armchair with Giorgia from perspective 2.



I cannot make direct contact with the armchair, as it is impossible for 
two real objects to touch each other. The example is showcasing a person 
touching the armchair, but this interaction is only among the superficial 
features on the two. As I touch the armchair, I am making contact as 
a sensual object. Vice versa, the armchair is reacting to this contact 
as a sensual object. This relationship between the armchair and me is 
numerically one, making it an object. Thereby, the only designated path 
for this contact to happen is through the creation of a third compound 
object (a real object).

OOO is conceived as a genuine theory of everything, and as such, it 
should avoid the four major identified pitfalls: physicalism, smallism, 
anti-fictionalism and literalism. The object-oriented thinker avoids 
physicalism, as he or she recognizes that physical objects are not the only 
kind of objects; and appears against smallism as well, since objects exist on 
different scales and largeness or complexity do not make it less real than 
the components. Also, OOO is in its core opposed to anti-fictionalism, as 
the everyday objects that an individual seems to encounter directly, are 
perceived as simplified models of the real objects, of which direct access 
is not possible to have. In a similar way, OOO is anti-literalist, since any 
literal description of the thing cannot give the thinker anything more 
than the translation of that thing. Hence, it seems that an indirect way of 
accessing reality is wiser.
Conceiving a philosophy as a theory of everything can be overwhelming. 
Does this mean that OOO explain everything I can possibly grasp 
and everything I cannot? All of which constructing upon the ‘simple’ 
notion of the object? The answers to those questions are not necessarily 
unequivocal. Among the key exponents of Object-Oriented-Ontology and 
their various developments of the movement, Timothy Morton is well-
known for introducing the notion of Hyperobjects. Among hyperobjects, 
the most popular example is by far global warming; in addition to 
being a famous representative, it also serves perfectly to illustrate this 
notion. Hyperobjects are a type of objects, all gathered from common 
characteristics (which I won’t investigate here). The core trait to disclose 
is how they massively outscale humans (Morton, 2013). Global warming 
clearly shows its effects and consequences, yet I am not able to point at 
global warming as an object. They are so vast that I cannot picture them. 
In taking over this role, global warming shows how hyperobjects can 
potentially nudge human beings to reflect about their role in the world 
and at the same time spark a debate around humans’ relevance on Earth. 
In this way, hyperobjects act as a platform for thinking about Harman’s 
object (ibid). Moreover, they are introduced here to help grasp on a 
different level the notion of object and equal reality.

OOO as a 
theory of 
Everything

Hyperobjects
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Aesthetics as the Root of All Philosophy
The exploration of OOO’s notion of Aesthetics proposes, at the same 
time, the investigation of the vast middle ground existing between the 
two alternatives previously introduced (paragraph 2.2) as prose statements 

of truth or vague poetic gesticulations. Meaning, what Harman proposes as 
substitutes.
To understand OOOs as anti-literalist can be challenging: ‘if we give up the 

literal meaning of words as our privileged route to truth, then how do we save 

ourselves from a series of unverifiable mystical claims?’ (Harman, 2017, p. 61).
To enter this engaging area, I will follow Harman’s reasoning in his text 
‘Speculative Realism. An Introduction’ and start the discussion with the 
notion of aesthetic formalism. Harman claims that aesthetic formalism 
is best defined as ‘the view that works of art are self-contained units whose 

primary purpose is not to make protests against the socio-political wrongs of its 

age, or to provide information about the historical and biographical context from 

which it arose, or even the intention of the artist in producing the work. The 

artwork is independent and autonomous and ought to be approached in a spirit 

of disinterested contemplation’ (Harman, 2018, p.7). Based upon everything I 
have discussed beforehand, it seems now obvious how OOO endorses the 
conception of the artwork as a self-contained unit. What is unexpected 
is how Harman refuses the tacit assumption of aesthetics formalism for 
which the art object must be deprived of human ingredients/participants 
(ibid).
Art is theatrical.
Art is a compound object, fabricated as the union of the physical 
work and the spectator.
As counterintuitive as it seems - I will further discuss this point at the end 
of the chapter - let’s go deeper into the conception of aesthetics. 
Harman continues his argument claiming that ‘Art cannot be literal, 

reducing art objects to their visible surfaces, since in that case it would not be art. 

But it must be theatrical (..)’ (ibid, p.4). 

Having identified indirect access as the best approach to it, Harman uses 
the metaphor as the clearest example of a non-literal form of cognition, 
as it is not possible to perfectly translate its meaning in prose. In the 
definition of the role of the metaphor, the essay on metaphor by José 
Ortega y Gasset (1883-1955) plays a crucial role: Harman repurposes the 
same metaphor used by Gasset and originally by a Spanish poet named 
López Pico, ‘the cypress is like the ghost of a dead flame’. 
It is clear as the two objects - cypress and flame - are held together by a 
similarity of shape, yet two aspects need to be more extensively explained: 
the asymmetry of metaphor and the theatricality of metaphor. 
In relation to the asymmetry of the metaphor, it is important to notice 
that the two utilized objects cannot be flipped in order. In doing so, it 
would ignore the tension among an object and its qualities. 

2.4
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There are two kinds of objects and two kinds of qualities: real and 
sensual. ‘Real objects and qualities exist in their own right, while sensual objects 

and qualities exist only as the correlate of some real object, whether human 

or otherwise’ (Harman, 2017, p. 160). Objects and qualities only exist 
together, creating four possible combinations showcased by the lines 
(Harman, 2017).

What is the real object in the metaphor ‘the cypress is a flame’? 
By definition the proposed cypress is not the cypress of everyday 
experience, it is not more present than in thought; nevertheless, the 
flame-qualities in the metaphor are fused with an object. The OOO 
plausible realisation is that there is only one real object that is never 
absent from the individual’s experience of art, ‘we ourselves’.
‘In genuine aesthetic experience – which means simply the kind that does 
not bore us – we are not just observers, but place our chips on the casino 
table: or rather, we place ourselves on that table’ (ibid, p. 83).
This is conceived as the theatrical model of aesthetics. 
As I am encountering the Metaphor, I am the real object in the 
experience, running into sensual objects – the tension between these 
real and sensual objects is explicit only in art and in another limited 
number of cases. 

Diagram 2.1 - The quadruple object. From Object-oriented ontology: A New Theory of Everything. 
Graham Harman, 2017.
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The starting point in diagram pictures a sensual object with sensual 
qualities. In the act of imposing the sensual qualities of the flame to the 
cypress, the initial sensual object is assigned of improbable features. As 
it is not possible for the object to sustain them, it is cancelled. Being now 
in the need of a real object, it is not possible to access the flame, as it 
withdraws (see !). As a consequence, the viewer becomes the real object 
/ real experiencer of the metaphor (Harman, 2017).

In this sense, the Metaphor is an act of coupling. As I am ‘stepping into’ 
the metaphor as a RO, I am becoming part of a new amalgamated reality 
composed by ‘the reader (who poses as a cypress- object) and the qualities 
of the flame’ (Harman, 2017, p.88). 
Referring to the two options exposed in paragraph 3.1, a metaphorical 
statement is not trying to exhaust an object’s meaning by describing it 
perfectly; this approach can only offer an external view. The Metaphor is 
a non-literal form of cognition that constitutes the elementary aesthetic 
object, and as such is giving me, while I am stepping in as a real object, 
the infamous thing-in-itself (Harman, 2017).
Here there are two key points that I would like to introduce, both of 
which will be largely engaged in the following pages. While reading 

Diagram 2.2 - The Metaphor. From Object-oriented ontology: A New Theory of Everything. 
Graham Harman, 2017.
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Harman’s work, firstly, it appears clear the extreme value that he 
is conferring to the Metaphor and more generally to the aesthetic 
experience. With different levels of explicitness, he recognizes in the 
aesthetic experience a plausible solution to various problems that 
an Object-Oriented-Ontology inevitably creates. Further to this, it 
is almost impossible to do not pay attention to the extreme role that 
Harman is giving to the subject. As I am entering the metaphor/
aesthetic experience, I solve the problem and I am ‘creating’ a non-literal 
form of cognition, potentially compromising the first of the seven basic 
principles of OOO, ‘all objects must be given equal attention’.

Knowledge
It has been stated on various occasions that OOO considers philosophy 
and the arts as forms of cognition, without being forms of knowledge. 
Nonetheless, it is still relevant to understand what knowledge is. Bringing 
into play the notions explored so far, it is clear that knowledge has no 
direct access; also, it is not metaphorical in character, being the metaphor 
the medium for aesthetics and philosophy. By contrast, knowledge 
ascribes genuine qualities to the entities. Harman emphasizes that 
knowledge is not an ‘asymptotic’ approach to reality, namely approaching 
the world ever more closely without being able to reach it. 
To reach an explanation, Harman utilizes a claim often proposed by 
philosophers: knowledge means ‘justified true belief’. For OOO, the 
use of the word true does not seem promising. However, the word 
justified is interesting: better knowledge would mean beliefs with better 
justifications. Having stated that knowledge cannot be metaphorical, it 
must be literal, ergo it is a matter of articulating qualities and effects of 
an object through overmining/undermining. Plus, knowledge cannot be 
true; otherwise it should have a contact with reality. It must be explicated 
that the sense of knowledge, for OOO, is to acquire some parts of a SO 
that is already among the thinkers. ‘This means that whereas aesthetics 

brought real objects into play, knowledge must somehow bring real qualities into 

the picture’ (Harman, 2017, p. 170).  
Since truth is not a possibility, knowledge would have to be defined as 
‘justified untrue belief’.  Here it is interesting to note that the explanation 
of aesthetics showed how it can be seen as the opposite: ‘unjustified 
true belief’, presenting aesthetics as an inverted form of knowledge. 
Indeed, the individual grasps the ‘cypress like the flame’ in the moment 
of enacting it. Considering so, it is natural to question whether it is 
possible to understand knowledge by inverting the theatrical model of the 
metaphor. In the metaphor, there is no justification for believing a flame-
like cypress; yet it cannot be untrue since it creates an object in the act 
of believing in it. For this reason, aesthetics is a case of ‘unjustified true 
belief’.
The case of knowledge is quite similar in the mechanism; yet here are 
the SQs to be cancelled instead of the SO. Once again, an example of a 
sensual object proposed by Harman can be used: the sun. In the everyday 
experience, sun as a SO and its SQ are not separated: applying a ‘bundle of 
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qualities’ theory, the sun is considered as the sum of its sensual qualities. 
This aspect changes when the thinker seeks knowledge on the sun: 
sensual qualities do not seem enough. E.g.: it is known that the small 
size of the sun is due to an optical effect, yet we want to know the real 
size of the sun (RQ). This seems ironical since the thinker is trying to 
learn about the SO-sun and not the RO-sun, being the latter concern of 
aesthetics. 
In order to understand the sun, RQ-sun qualities need to be replaced. 
The theatrical solution of the metaphor cannot work since qualities terms 
are needed. Nonetheless, the steps seem very close: since the RQ of the 
sun cannot be directly known, the beholder must provide the qualities, 
creating a conjunction of SO sun and RQ beholder-qualities. Real qualities 
of the beholder are lent to the SO. 
In the aesthetics experience, once the beholder is bored the artwork is 
no longer an artwork, as he/she needs to sustain it with his/her own 
being. It is not the case of knowledge, where the degree of personal 
absorption required is not the same. Boredom does not destroy the object 
of knowledge.

Diagram 2.3 - Knowledge. From Object-oriented ontology: A New Theory of Everything. 
Graham Harman, 2017.
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As in figure 2, the starting point is a sensual object with sensual qualities. 
Sensual qualities are too superficial to provide genuine knowledge. Real 
qualities, though, withdraw from contact just as real objects (see !). As 
a consequence, the sensual object blends with the real qualities that the 
viewer provides.

Now that knowledge and truth are clearly different terms, the word 
‘knowledge’ can be positively partially rehabilitated. Knowledge can be 
understood as ‘the superior expertise that can be found to a greater degree 

in some human masters places or historical periods than in others’ (Harman, 
2017, p. 186). Nevertheless, what does it imply that the RQs of an object 
become the qualities belonging to the beholder? The negative side of 
this claim is that the actual RQs of the observed object are not directly 
accessible, since they withdraw as much as ROs do. Instead, the positive 
side of the claim is that the RQs and any SO that the beholder encounters, 
are found in the unnoticed background assumptions that make it visible 
to him/her. Thus, the object of unknowable real qualities that come from 
the beholder and cannot be literally stated, can be called paradigm. A 
paradigm is both real and present as a background medium, and it works 
as long as its assumptions are not well-understood. Even though the 
paradigm cannot be said to be real (SO), it is built of RQs. ‘The paradigm 

is an untrue belief since it does not mirror the world exactly and is doomed to be 

replaced by smth better, yet it is a justified belief to the extent that its unstated 

principles have been able to empower a great deal of fruitful work’ (ibid, p. 191). 
The paradigm does not need individual attention to exist as a metaphor 
does, however individuals continue to live in accordance with it. Hence, 
instead of theatricality, the 
concept is defined as commitment. 

Before engaging on a deeper level with the notion of speculation, there 
is an issue that should be introduced (which will be further explored in 
chapter 4). OOO uses the term flat ontology, standing for an ontology 
(model for reality) that conceives all objects as equally real. Harman 
recognizes this notion as a good starting point for reflection. However, 
it shouldn’t be too strictly understood, since philosophy should also 
explain differences among various kinds of things (Harman, 2017). In 
claiming so, Harman recognizes on some level a flawed structure in the 
concept of flat ontology. Yet, his explanation does not seem enough while 
considering that, in all diagrams showcased throughout this chapter, 
there is an undefined but fierce privilege for some sort of intellectual take 
on the object’s process. This becomes particularly intense in discussing 
the metaphor and the genuine experience of aesthetic. Object-Oriented-
Ontology seems to be secretly recognizing a different – and prestigious – 
role to human-like objects.

Knowledge 
without Truth

Flat Ontology
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Harman and Speculation
So far, the focus has been mainly on understanding the key points of 
Object-Oriented-Ontology as proposed by Harman. Precisely, the core 
areas relevant to this thesis have been addressed. Through the following 
part, the intention is to take a step further in the merge of OOO and 
speculation. In order to do so, it is relevant to start from Harman’s 
personal expression on the subject; as well as OOO influences on 
different fields. Harman invites the reader in a reality of speculation and 
experimentation. However, he is not openly creating speculative pieces 
as the examples shown in the following chapters. This is not something 
to be worried about; on the contrary, Harman might be providing 
great roots for speculative design and its evolution, in the direction of 
questioning on a deeper level how much a systematic anthropocentrism is 
affecting the results of individuals’ takes on the futures.  
In the past decades, the formulation of the mysterious entity known as 
‘the user’ stimulated a proliferation of terms as human-centred design and 
users’ needs (Kimbell, 2015b). In the human-object relation, the focus 
has been on the human-side. During a conversation with Lucy Kimbell1 
, Harman himself confessed to be relatively unfamiliar with design; yet, 
it appears that his work can be of incredible influence and inspiration 
to the field. Indeed, Harman sees philosophy as dealing with the tension 
between RO – that constantly withdraw from view - and their accessible 
surfaces. These relations are home to constant earthquakes, and in this very 
area is where art and design arise (ibid). 
‘But what if reality were far weirder than we ever believed, and what if realism 

became the name for a philosophy as strange as science fiction?’ (Harman as 
cited in Kimbell, 2015, p. 8). From an OOO standpoint, weirdness is what 
stays among reality and the explicit manifestations of reality.  

Harman unquestionably strives for guaranteeing the autonomy and 
independence of real objects. Repeatedly claiming the impossibility of 
getting in touch with ROs (withdrawal) on one hand; and with great 
efforts in explaining how both the aesthetic experience and knowledge 
are non-literal and literal forms of cognition on the other. Object-
Oriented-Ontology is openly trying to weaken the presumed self-
importance of knowledge-truth, as it is commonly conceived. Even 
though Harman recognizes the existence and value of ‘extreme expertise’ 
in some people, he still makes me question the value of different forms of 
knowing the world. 
There is an open land for fertile speculation, and this space has been 
created through the inability of not knowing the true nature of real 
objects. This grey area between reality and what I can know of reality, 
its displays – what Harman calls weirdness – can be interpreted as an 
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1    Lucy Kimbell is the Director of the Innovation Insights Hub, and Professor of Contemporary  
 Design Practices at University of the Arts London.
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open space for experimentation (is it really open though?), recognizing 
a value in the role of imagination. How does this weird area relate to the 
future(s)? As reality is withdrawn from me, so it is the future. Does this 
area for experimentation operate for it as well? Literal knowledge cannot 
be helpful in this case, as there is no such thing as a literal description of 
a future that I can aim to. Yet, aesthetic experiences can easily help me 
relate to the imagination of futures’ landscapes. Once object-oriented is 
absorbed as part of a mindset, this open space can grow as a tool with 
immense value and help humanity relates to the futures.

Harman believes that what is defined as ‘common sense’ is the sum 
of everyday humans’ traditions, constructed upon the manifestation 
of reality in individuals experiences. Common sense in 3020 will be 
different. Indeed, Harman identifies philosophy’s job to anticipate 
and provoke it. Maybe, 3020 common sense is the farthest ever from 
reality as I experience it today. Maybe. If so, does speculative design, 
and speculation in general, even make sense? For OOO it does. Indeed, 
‘philosophers have tried to save the world; the point, however, is to explore it’ 
(Harman as cited in Kimbell, 2015, p. 10). 
This previous quote showcases how Harman is openly expressing himself 
in favour of speculation. Yet, is this what he conveys in OOO? As I have 
already highlighted in different occasions, from an OOO’s viewpoint I 
cannot in fact know anything for real. Never. And as I exposed in the 
previous paragraph, this inability of knowing the truth is exactly what 
creates the space for speculation. Yet, this open area is not necessarily 
brought into use by Harman in the first place. Moreover, how can this 
openness relate to the rigid structure of OOO’s third and fifth basic 
principles?

3. objects come in just two kinds: real objects exist whether or not  
 they currently affect anything else, while sensual objects exist  
 only in relation to some real object 

5. the properties of objects also come in just two kinds: real and  
 sensual

Being able to recognize human’s inability to know the truth of reality, 
how can he know the true ‘nature’ of objects? Or even, how can he be 
sure that two typologies cover all existing kinds of objects? And the same 
goes with qualities. Harman never leaves shape to doubts or alternative 
scenarios when it comes to the nature of objects. 
It is not my objective to claim that OOO’s ontography is false. Yet, more 
generally, to point at the fact that the development of previous ways 
of thinking in the directions that I believe in, cannot constitute the 
creation of absolute truths or certainties. Aren’t those principles, and all 
ontography, speculation in themselves? What should distinguish them 
from the other things we cannot really know? And if they are speculation, 
is this a negative outcome?

Unlocking 
speculation
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According to the philosopher, one way of looking at the future is as 
a counterfactual version of the present. Even though he believes that 
counterfactual speculation (in other words, asking how things could 
have been if …) is still underdeveloped, he sees in it potential for a 
sophisticated methodology. In doing so, the danger is to focus too much 
on reciprocal relations and interaction in the present. According to OOO, 
the focus should be on what things are prevented from doing and should 
instead do, being trapped in social and physical relations. OOO should 
encourage people to look at how individual entities disrupt or withdraw 
from the dynamic mass of relations they are part of. As simple as it may 
sounds, this is what Harman believes has the potential to give a clue of the 
futures.

The exploration of these arguments is relevant for the next chapters, 
specifically in chapter four. My interest lies in understanding what is left 
of Object-Oriented-Ontology once these controversies are analysed and 
understood. What does Harman’s philosophy have to offer? Drawing 
a temporary conclusion simply including the considerations offered in 
this chapter, OOO could be fertile ground for the construction of an 
alternative approach to day-to-day life. As much as following a Kantian 
legacy, human beings are the reference point in how I am usually looking 
at the world, Object-Oriented-Ontology could paint an alternative 
scenario with impressive consequences.

Suggested 
Speculation

Next steps
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Design, Speculative Design 

and Future(s)



A step forward in answering the research questions calls for exploring 
the subject of design, design-knowledge and Speculative Design. In the 
present chapter the wicked nature of design is introduced, to explore 
knowledge creation through design research, and the debate around 
the intrinsic speculative nature of the field of design. In making the 
case for design-knowledge, design thinking emerges a one of the first 
deeply successful attempt in that direction. While exposing some of 
the limitation of the latter, Speculative Design becomes central. The 
shortcomings of SD pave the way for an external actor – such as Object-
Oriented-Ontology.

About Design and Design-Knowledge
‘Design thinking is in many ways the obverse of scientific thinking’.   
(Charles Owen, 2007, p. 3)

Embracing the growing problematics related to resource consumption 
and population growth, Charles Owen (2007) locates in design thinking 
a possible hope for a different way of thinking in comparison to what has 
been generally applied so far. Indeed, it is possible to see design thinking 
as the opposite light to scientific thinking; as the latter investigates facts 
to discover insights, the first one encourages to invent new patterns and 
concepts to address the facts (Owen, 2007). While the reality obviously 
needs understanding, design thinking can give a great contribution to 
decision making and to the creation of new ideas (ibid). In this direction, 
design thinking is generally conceived as a problem-solving type of 
methodology that is heavily based on a human-centred approach (Brown, 
2008). This conceptualization has been mainly popularized by the CEO 
of one of the most renowned design consultancies in the all world, IDEO. 
Tim Brown, indeed, is not only leading the company and capitalizing 
on design thinking methods through online courses, he has also been 
very productive in writing articles and books – among which Change 

by Design: How Design Thinking Transforms Organizations and Inspires 

Innovation (2009). The hope placed by Charles Owen (2007) in design 
thinking is resemblant of the Object-Oriented-Ontology’s attempt for 
a new mainstream; moreover, it will be alike to the one expressed by 
the creators of Speculative Design. Nonetheless, design thinking as a 
standing-alone methodology has been mainly addressed toward business 
innovation; its own process, ramified in Inspiration, Ideation and 
Implementation phases, has been customized for a perfect adherence to 
the reality of organisations’ innovation processes (Kimbell, 2015a; Brown, 
2008).
It is really important to not throw design thinking in the same box 
of design, even though that is where it comes from and where it was 
created2. As a term that has been overused in the past 15 years or so, 
Design Thinking is not a methodology confined to design.

3.1

What is 
design?

2    Even though Tim Brown, together with Roger Martin, are the two most famous spokepeople  
 for design thinking, they did not invented it. It has a more complex history that started through  
 research in 1960s (Kimbell, 2015a).
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As shown in the diagram n. 3.1 by Karel Vredenburg3, design thinking 
should be represented as appropriate to all (or at least most of) disciplines 
– including design. The details of how the its methodology is conceived 
nowadays are not at the centre here, yet I want to underline how this 
practice came to light trying to put clear words on how design was 
contributing to the modern word (“The evolution of Design Thinking,” 
n.d.).  Design thinking, indeed, ‘uses the designer’s sensibility and methods 

to match people’s needs with what is technologically feasible and what a viable 

business strategy can convert into customer value and market opportunity.’ 
(Brown, 2008, p.2). Embracing this idea, in these pages I will refer also to 
design thinking in order to explore what is design and how does design 
work. 
As far as knowledge creation is concerned, the successful attempt of 
analysing the methodology behind design should not be understood as 
an experiment ‘to reducing design to one or another of sciences’ (Buchanan, 
2017).  In the attempt of conceptualizing on the designer’s sensibility, the 
aim is on the contrary to offer to other disciplines new methods and tools 
and not the push design in the boundaries of different recognized fields of 
study. At the antithesis, Design Thinking is guilty of putting the designer 
on a pedestal while offering them the key insights to solve all innovations 
dilemma. 

Diagram 3.1 - Adapted diagram on Design Thinking, based on the work of Karel Vredenburg.

3     Karel Vredenburg is director of design at IBM and responsible for IBM’s design and design  
 thinking focused global academic programs. He’s also Industry Professor at the DeGroote  
 School of Business, the DeGroote Health Leadership Academy, and McMaster University.
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At the risk of seeming to offer a simplistic view, design researcher Charles 
Owen defines two ways of working for creative people: finders tend to 
look for explanations for unexplained phenomena, while makers prefer 
to synthesize what is known in the built environment we all live in. 
Following the same path, different fields of work and research can be 
classified in the same way. 
Taking Owen proposed examples, this is how they can be represented:

The left side of the map – analytic – refers to areas more interested in 
finding, while the synthetic pole is mainly concerned with inventing and 
making. The opposite axis divides the fields in symbolic and real. The 
upper part relates to the abstract, the symbolic world that manipulate 
information (Owen, 2007, p. 18). On the opposite height, areas are 
interested in the artifacts and systems used to manage the physical 

environment (ibid, p.18). As Owen clearly recognizes, what is relevant 
in this visual is not the precision with which Design or any other field 
are positioned. What is interesting is how relative their positioning 
is; moreover, how much it evolved and keeps on evolving during the 
years. The usage and building of knowledge through a field influenced 
how these circles shifted in the map, and where I as an individual decide 
to place design showcase how I understand it, and which functions I 
personally recognize to it. This reflection potentially introduces a new 
level of complexity in questioning which functions I – or somebody else – 
recognizes in design thinking and / or Speculative Design. Particularly, if 
they are not the same functions how do they differ? Are they separated or 
do they build on top of each other’s ones? No matter what, design tends 
to place itself in the Makers side of the maps: it is a common conception 
that design somehow relates to the creation of the environment humanity 
is living in. As (part of) the recognized authors of the built environment, 
design seems to, no-matter-what, work with questions like: How should 

things be like? How should they look like? and similar. And, even though a 
speculative designer might argue that those questioning are just a part of 
what speculation is, it still definitely is speculation. 

Finders and 
Makers

Diagram 3.2 - Differences: Discriminations among Fields by Charles Owen
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Part of the previous questioning finds its origin in the indeterminacy of 
design problems. As Horst Rittel points out, ‘indeterminacy implies that 

there are no definitive conditions or limits to design problems’ (Buchanan, 
2017, p.16). For the own nature of its subject, design deals with confusing 
information, conflicting values and a high number of stakeholders – these 
ill-formulated problems are defined as wicked problems (term that was 
originated by Rittel in the 1960s and now is quite common in the field). 
It is very interesting to notice how Buchanan’s work can be amalgamated, 
or at least can be referred to, the research movements that started in 
1960s to interrogate the role of design and its contributions, which led 
also to the development of design thinking. The notion of wicked problems 
settled how the spontaneous nature of the design’s scope is to require and 
encourage a ‘Makers’ approach. Moreover, this element helps identify 
design (as an umbrella term) as an innate plausible land for exploration.

It is no doubt that for design, experiment in its modern science 
conception is impossible. However, this does not imply design as 
incoherent: propositions are the design equivalent of experiment. ‘What 

design offers is the capacity to crate propositions about things (‘this could be 

that’). If experiment is in reference to rule, design is in reference to possibility’ 
(Dilnot, 1998 p. 31). This way of thought suggests that design becomes 
the subject-matter for the science of the possible.
Questions such as ‘What if’ are characterized by a strong generativity, 
and in pushing forward imagination they are able to escape the domain 
of verifiable consequences and delineate the framework for exploration 
(Jensen & Thorsen, 2018). Among the other interesting questions opened 
up by the exploratory impel, the theme of the democratization of sciences 
and design pops up. I will refer to this topic in the following pages. 
As I am excluding the possibility for experiments – crucial to modern 
sciences – while highlighting the value of imagination and uncertainty, 
it becomes clear that to understand design-knowledge there is a need 
for changing the conception of knowledge and how it is gained (Dilnot, 
1998). In other words, the reasons why design has been pulled out from 
other sciences in the first place might be the same grounds for its core 
contribution to knowledge creation.

Design-knowledge is ‘knowledge that derives centrally from design action: it 

is the representation, as knowledge, of the modes of knowing directly involved 

in design processes and actions’ (Dilnot, 1999, p. 60, as cited in Rosenbak, 
2018). In writing so, Dilnot’s focus is not merely on methodology, but 
rather on the epistemology and ontology, which he uses to understand 
and formulate the foundational challenge that design is facing: its capacity 
to know itself and consequently be a relevant discipline contributing to 
knowledge (Dilnot, 1998). It should be noted how design action behaves 
as a wide and broad notion. To deeply understand the problem it might 
be relevant to address how design, and the definition of the term in 
itself, is difficult conceptually; its meaning is stuck between the over-
powering distinction among things (from a structural and configurative 

The Wicked 
Problem

Experiments 
and the value 
of uncertainty

Knowledge 
creation
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perspective), and forces – the process of form creation and its implications 
(Jullien, 1995). Design behaves as an umbrella word that covers many 
different professionalized practices, ideas and methods; while none of the 
previous labels work as a single definition of it. ‘Design eludes reduction and 

remains a surprisingly flexible activity’ (Buchanan, 2017, p.5).
Being so, the term remains highly conceptualized, leaving the observer 
with a vague sense of understanding of something that might be deeply 
important, but it is not clear at the same time. With this perspective 
in mind, in the next lines I will try to address the question of design-
knowledge; indeed, in order to reach a more detailed-level, it should be 
clear how design-knowledge can contribute to knowledge in general. 
Firstly, design contributes to knowledge through the manner in which 
it articulates the nature of artifice; meaning the shaping of the relation 
between world-making and self-making and how the individual 
understands it (Dilnot, 1998). More importantly to the topic, design may 
contribute to knowledge through the so-called ‘third way’ of knowing: 
design as a form of praxis, with the potential to create a different way of 
comprehending the world – particularly, the artificial world. 
There are numerous possibilities, opportunities and limitations 
regarding this notion4. Design thinking can be understood as the first 
vast experiment of design knowledge that gained such a momentum. It is 
still not completely clear how successful it has been, and in the past years 
many criticisms emerged questioning the real impact of its employment. 
And, if design thinking was the first one, what is coming next? For now, 
it is sufficient to conclude the argument stating Dilnot’s standpoint: 
embracing that possilbility belongs to the essence of design, ‘what design, 

as a mode of transformative action, allows us to see is how we negotiate the limits 

of what we understand, at any moment, as the Actual. In design, in other words, 

we begin to see the processes whereby the limits of the Actual are continually 

formed and re-formed. And we do so in the context of a mode of acting which, 

because it privileges neither what “is” nor the pure positing of mind, essentially 

transcends the dichotomies that so often delimit thinking in other disciplines’ 
(Dilnot, 1998 p. 6). 
While many disciplines are still struggling with the idea of world making, 
and thinking in those terms rather than world-telling, design may 
contribute to the formulation of a more adequate ‘science’ (a praxis) of the 
artificial.

There is an emerging research tradition exploring research through 
design. To first start discussing its relevance, it might be useful to spend 
few lines on one of the projects that sparked the interest in the area. 
During the 90s, Professor C. Frayling, former Rector of the Royal College 
of Art in London, investigated the debate – and confusion – around the 

4     See Rosenbak, S. (2018) The Science of Imagining Solution to gain a borader understanding.

Research 
through 
design
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word Research. In his paper ‘Research in Art and Design’, he explores 
and ironically defines a number of stereotypes in relation to research, 
shaped around the idea of the artist, the designer, the scientist and the 
practitioner; in doing so, he highlights how neither of those roles are 
suitable to explain and be the designated caretaker of what Research is 
(Frayling, 1993). It might seem conceptually strange to separate design 
and art from all the other practices, yet they have been institutionally 
detached for the last two centuries. Frayling specifies three categories of 
research modes:

- Research into art and design, e.g. historical research, research  
 into theoretical perspectives on art and design… 

- Research through art and design, which is less straight-
 forward than research into art and design, yet is visible in e.g.  
 development work and action research

- Research for art and design, research where the end product is an  
 artefact

These three subgroups are frequently mixing and overlapping. As shown 
in the diagram n. 3.3, knowledge produced in one of those ways can be 
the starting material for a different way.

Such a framework allows for different specifications in each project or 
scenario. However, the visualization of possible ways helps to understand 
Frayling’s suggestions about design-knowledge.
Frayling recognizes how academic Research is the one usually using the 
capital R, while research into the expressive tradition is generally with 
a lower letter r. It seems that research has become a status / conceptual 
issue, hence deleting possibilities of growth: ‘there may well be opportunities 

for research within the expressive tradition, but they need dispassionate research 

rather than heated discussion about status, class and reverse snobbery’ (Frayling, 
1993). 
This fascinating dilemma is hereby introduced to function as a skeleton 
for the next concepts and notions. Since this moment the focus has been 
towards design, without further specifications. Contrarily, in the next 
paragraphs design evolves in an umbrella-term, covering many different 
areas of interest. Shifting the attention toward futures and Speculative 

Diagram 3.3 - Adapted diagram from Joseph Lindley, Haider Ali Akmal and Paul Coulton.
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and Critical Design, Frayling research in the domain of wicked 
problems’ investigation can provide a solid framework for a facilitated 
interpretation. 

Design slowly harmonizes in an umbrella-term including different 
ramifications; in the meantime, it is also became clear how design 
possesses the ability to create knowledge, how this can potentially happen 
in three different but intertwined ways, and how it brings with it a 
different but precious value – and therefore irreplaceable in its kind. As 
I previously mentioned, design thinking is the first (or among the firsts) 
famous method to produce knowledge through design. However, it comes 
with its limitations. As this is not an extensive study on design thinking, 
the named pitfalls are not comprehensive but mainly refer to the flaws 
emerged during the previous pages. The fates of design thinking and 
human-centred design are intertwined: it doesn’t seem possible to isolate 
the first one from the second. While embracing design thinking as a 
flying solo type of methodology it clearly contrasts with Object-Oriented-
Ontology’s axioms and intentions. Stepping into this direction, design 
thinking has been incredibly marketized as a must-have company’s skill, 
and even though it can have applications out of them it is still embraced 
as a practice for the achievement of a final product / service to use or to 
get out into the market. Finally, design thinking brings designers at the 
beginning of the process, shifting the focus from a merely beautifier role. 
In this action, the value creation through design thinking is (too) often 
left to designers and designers alone.

Designing the Future(s)
‘The future has become problematic.’   
(Savransky, Wilkie, & Rosengarten, 2017, p. 2)

How the present generation engages with the futures is changing; while 
in the meantime the results of the previous (and maybe still present) 
mainstream approaches are starting to manifest, leaving the ones 
watching with a mixture of aversion and perplexity. The past decades 
have been characterized by a proliferation of crises, to name a few: a 
global economic crisis that still seems unresolved, environmental disasters 
and climate challenges (Savransky et al., 2017). All these are just now 
surmounted by a global pandemic, likely worsening the economic crises 
already in place. 
While most people have to handle the effects produced from these 
transformative events, it appears that the mainstream strategy still comes 
down to calculation, risks management and anticipation. What Savransky 
et.al. would call ‘business-as-usual’. By embracing and at the same time 
by opposing this tendency, quite a few thinkers have been working to 
offer conceptual and practical tools to change the way people look at 
futures. It is important to enter this chapter and the ones coming after 
this, outlining that neither this project nor all the literature provided 
have the ambition to create a prediction of the future that will come. 

Where now 
and where 
next

3.2
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Speculative design, critical design, and all the other names grouping with 
them, are born as a response to the urge of possessing a different way of 
dealing with what the individual is facing in the day-to-day world. Indeed, 
futures are generally indicated in the plural, indicating the multiplicity of 
possibilities. ‘What we are interested in, though, is the idea of possible futures 

and using them as tools to better understand the present and to discuss the kind 

of future people want, and, of course, ones people do not want.’ (Dunne & Raby, 
2013, p 2). 
A fascinating diagram that will appear known to all those who came 
across the peculiar field of speculative design before, is the one adapted by 
Hancock and Bezold in 1994: 

As the readability of this model seems quite high, here it is not necessary 
to proceed too deeply into the details of its description. It is enough to 
say that it consists of a number of cones fanning out from the present 
toward the future; each cone represents a different level of likelihood 
(Dunne & Raby, 2013). Even though generally design can be understood 
as future-oriented, as designers are mainly working following a forward-
looking timeline, in doing so not all designers (and methods) have the 

Diagram 3.4 - Diagram by Dunne & Raby.
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same breadth. The cone of the Probable is the one where most designers 
operate. Yet, the most interesting here seems the Preferable. Indeed, most 
people reading this adjective will probably ask: Preferable to whom? 
This question will here – and someone could argue also elsewhere – 
remain without a specific answer. Still, it allows e-introducing a key 
theme that has been discussed through Object-Oriented-Ontology as well: 
anthropocentrism. It appears that Western rationality has been long using 
anthropocentrism as a key assumption, leading to the urge of questioning 
how humanity’s interests are intertwined with all sorts of other entities 
(Shaviro, 2015). As it has been touched upon before, Object-oriented 
philosophies are not denying the peculiar characteristics of the human 
individual, but rather shedding light on how other elements share this 
podium. 
As Dunne and Raby (2013) ably elaborate, conceptual design has a short 
but rich history. It has taken many different forms – to name a few, 
critical design, speculative design, design fiction, radical design and dark 
design – and they are not clearly separated and formulated. It is out of the 
scope of this thesis to explore and separate each category.
From a theoretical perspective, conceptual design’s approach moves away 
from the identification of needs and creation of products or services to 
fulfil them.  Instead, it is a design practice meant to reflects upon and 
to encourage that same reflection in the viewer around realities. In this 
way, it is already distancing itself from the aims of design thinking. 
Approaching the realm of Speculative Design, it is identifiable as an 
emerging research methodology that is practice-based. As such, it suffers 
from the lack of articulated literature around it; in many cases it doesn’t 
seem a designers’ priority. Of course, this tends to reduce possibilities of 
development and exploration. 
However, some examples are proposed in order to stress the extension 
that the futures-concerned movement has reached.
A case that in the past years became widely known is the television series 
Black Mirror (2012), which brings technologies that are being developed 
today to the extreme, creating dystopian fictions able to terrify the 
spectator. Black Mirror falls into the category of critical science fiction, 
generally awakening the viewer’s awareness of technology. 
As much as the series created a worldwide furore, the same principle was 
nicely applied by the animation film WALL-E in 2008.

Conceptual
design
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Picture 3.1 - Fifteen Million Merits. Season 1, episode 2 of the tv series Black Mirror.

Picture 3.2 - Arkangel. Season 4, episode 2 of the tv series Black Mirror.
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Another interesting example is the one proposed by Jaemin Paik, When 

We All Live to 150, 2012. The author asks, ‘how would family life change if 
we all lived to one-hundred and fifty or beyond?’.

Picture 3.3 - Jaemin Paik. When We All Live to 150. 1
                     Ted and Morya’s second marriage contract comes to an end.

Picture 3.4 - Jaemin Paik. When We All Live to 150. 2
                     Moyra and two other women are interviewed by the new family.

Picture 3.5 - Jaemin Paik. When We All Live to 150. 3
                     Moyra’s ‘child’ in her second family.

 . 40Design, Speculative 
Design and Future(s)



While the proposed examples are focusing on scenario-making, many 
projects present the design of object(s) as outcome. In the possibility 
of daily co-living with floods as consequence of the rising of sea-levels, 
Nicholas Bennett designed flood-proof commuter suits (“Nicholas 
Bennett designs flood-proof commuter suit for rising sea-levels,” n.d.).

Picture 3.6 - Nicholas Bennett designs flood-proof commuter suit for rising sea-levels.
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Generally, what is asked to the designers involved in conceptual design 
is to step away from industrial production, in the sense of the creation 
of a sellable outcome. All these different fields covered by the umbrella-
term of conceptual design are creating a design channel free (or at 
least, as free as possible) from market dynamics where it is possible to 
explore ideas. According to Dunne and Raby (2013), this is the core 
differentiator from other designs, including design thinking as well, 
as those tend to operate within the limits of reality is it is; conceptual 
design, and within the focus of this project, speculative design, are about 
the exploration of alternative possibilities and possible futures, dealing 
with the unreality (Dunne & Raby, 2013). Speculative design helps the 
individual to explore and experiment ideals, more than just ideas. As 
stated by Susan Neiman during an interview: ‘ideals are not measured by 
whether they conform to reality; reality is judged by whether it lives up to 
ideals. Reason’s task is to deny that the claims of experience are final – and 
to push us to widen the horizon of our experience by providing ideas that 
experience ought to obey’ (Black, 2009).

It has been already addressed how the term conceptual design covers 
various forms of design. Even though they are not clearly differentiated, 
through Dunne and Raby’s work (2013) it is possible to identify the 
two opposite poles of the spectrum. On one side it is very close to 
conceptual art, generally applied to art, device art or ceramics. On the 
opposite side, conceptual design embraces parallel spaces of speculation 
in order to explore possible futures. As it should already be clear 
from the previous pages, this last end is the side this project is mainly 
interested in. Embracing this perspective, from this point the term 
speculative design will be preferred. 

Design is Inherently Speculative
‘Every time you qualify design with, or add design to, some other quality or 

practice, you are claiming that design does not already do that.’  

(Tonkwise, 2015, n.d.)

Tonkinwise5 article ‘Just Design’ in the past years became the symbol of 
one of the most meaningful interrogatives on the existence of Futures 
Design: isn’t design inherently speculative? Indeed, he affirms that what 
(the objects) designers create are the future that we will inhabit, and as 
such they are constantly and continuously making the future. 
The act of designing is constituted of the generation and evaluation 
of futures, and this is visible while designing different sketches and 
prototyping – activities common to all design processes (ibid). 
Reading such an argument, this seems the most coherent and logical 
approach.

Speculative in
SD

3.3

5 Cameron Tonkinwise is the Director of the Design Innovation Research Centre at the University  
 of Technology Sydney. 
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On the other side, Phil Balagtas6 claims that the addition of a term 
(critical, speculative or others) to design implies that the purpose of the 
conversation is not limited to the field of design: it moves past it and 
focuses on the implications of design (“Phil Balagtas On Speculative 
Design,” 2017). Similarly, in the wording ‘speculative design’, speculation 
and design do not always keep the same balance; in some cases, the focus 
lies way more on the speculative side of it and not too much on the 
design. In other words, the ‘speculative’ trait of the design can acquire a 
different level of priority. 
Do I feel comfortable in ignoring Tonkinwise point? Not really. Yet, his 
view does not explain the growth of these phenomena and the differences 
among those and how design is commonly understood. Even though 
SD may simply use design traits as a manifest, something different is 
happening. If it wasn’t so, this discussion would not even be in place. 
The way design has grown in the past century pushed people to move 
away and create a ‘coverage’ term to separate themselves. Stating that all 
design should be speculative without further investigation is not enough. 
It is also in this attempt of separating from the mainstream – which 
design thinking as publicly conceived almost symbolise – that the term 
‘speculative’ becomes necessary.
Papanek writes in the first line of the first chapter of Design for the Real 
World ‘All men are designers’, and again in the first line of the last chapter 
‘design is basic to all human activities’ (Papanek, 2005, p. 3, p. 322). Yet, he 
probably doesn’t mean that every person is able of or should be designing 
the armchair proposed in the visual example. It is to claim the relevance 
of design and how its social relevance should be considered, that is at 
stake here. On a superficial level, SD distinguishes itself from other types 
of design in the way that it tries to take a step back from the marketisation 
of products. The outcomes are intended for provoking a conversation. 
Even though I could state that all designs should open a conversation, it 
would be extremely naive to embrace this as the solutions to all dilemmas. 
Tonkinwise himself recognizes that the design is idealistic, as designers 
are responsible for imagining different ways of life.

In an interview with SpeculativeEdu7 he tells how while turning8 
to the field of design he expected everyone to be very familiar with 
Heidegger’s work, while instead he was surprised of the opposite. 
There is a recognized need for design philosophy, to interrogate how 

6 Experience Design Director at McKinsey Design; Founder The Design Futures Initiative /          
 PRIMER Conference. PRIMER is the conference dedicated to bringing together the leading  
 minds in futures design thinking and doing.

7 SpeculativeEdu is an educational, project funded by ERASMUS+, the European Union  
 programme for education, with the aim of strenghthening speculative design education.

8 Cameron Tonkinwise has a background in continental philosophy. Acutally, he is the Director of  
 the Design Innovation Research Centre at the University of Technology Sidney.
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human condition is defined and influenced by designers. ‘Speculative 

Critical Design, (..), can be, at its best, an applied example of design philosophy, 

explicating how designs materialize particular kinds of futures, (..)’(“Cameron 
Tonkinwise: Creating visions of futures must involve thinking through 
the complexities,” 2019). This kind of analysis sheds light on the need for 
a more philosophical approach to the field. As I firstly introduced before, 
Speculative Design is also lacking a strong literature base. As much as 
it aims at debating the subject of design and human activity in general, 
designers and design researchers should interrogate and explore which 
framework(s) can offer the most to this practice-based methodology and 
its desired effects. There is a need for Speculative Design to step up and 
occupy that intersection among the expressive tradition and (design) 
philosophy. By doing that, the exploration of possible futures could 
evolve in a practice that is not relegated to designers and reach a wider 
audience. Hence, a wider and more engaged debate. These surroundings 
for exploration are what I recognise as a fertile playground for Object-
Oriented-Ontology to collaborate and hybridise.

While interrogating the right of Speculative Design to exist as a separated 
branch of design, is it a practice of privilege? One of the core criticisms of 
SD and CD in general is being conceived as, or at least reaching, a ‘white, 
northern European, culturally colonising, patriarchal’ privileged group 
(Prado de O.Martins & Olivera, 2014, as cited in “Critical about Critical 
and Speculative Design,” n.d.). It is a complex issue to enter, as design 
schools, above all, have been the nest of white middle-class privilege since 
their start. As I don’t intend to enter the debate of privileges and racism in 
creative industries, the last century had still been testimony to a liberation 
of creative institutions such as in art, or design. The diversification 
that can now be seen – even though still highly threatened by the 
marketisation of higher educations – calls for a change in how teaching is 
treated. That is a space where speculative design could be fighting in the 
first line. 
With a growing awareness of the responsibilities and possible impacts 
that designers could reach into the world, Victor Papanek’s Design for the 
Real World (1971) opened the way for a wide and deep self-investigation 
on the role of the designer. He expressed the need of learning ‘how to 

redesign’, as what designer ‘can bring to the world’ should be ‘combined with a 

sense of social responsibility’ (Papanek, 2005, p. 347).
In this context, Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby – widely cited before, 
and prominent figures in the forming of SD and CD – were fighting 
against a conception of design that was different from what they were 
envisioning through these emerging fields. Asking questions about 
the consequences of design and the impact of human’s activity, they 
brought design (or at least a part of it) on a new track. Being born as a 
marginalized field under the design-umbrella, SD is standing alone as a 
sign of separation from the extreme commercialisation of the practice and 
the act of creating as a need to sell and not to think. Who has the right to 
ask questions about the futures?

The beginning 
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Asking these type of questions highlights the potential value of 
Speculative Design. This practice-led methodology could rise to design 
philosophy while not limiting itself to a design practice. However, in 
order to do so SD requires a structured ontological framework. This latter 
offered by the combination with Object-Oriented-Ontology. Moving 
in this direction it reassures a possible application in the creation and 
exploration of new knowledge; where, with the proper means, could 
reach a wider audience.

Speculative design exists as a provocation, it is conceived to be a stimulus 
for confrontation and create conversation. It is designed for debate 
to ask questions about the futures. Many critics discussed – and are 
discussing – if designers are the right group to be posing such questions; 
and moreover, who are they asking these questions to? And where? The 
biggest risk is to close these debates to the design community, to design 
and art schools. In the 1990s and early 2020s, many of those debates were 
designed for and be displayed in museums and galleries. Nowadays, many 
designers are gaining awareness that designing for debate is not enough: 
orchestrating for debate is as important. Aren’t schools (all schools, 
not purely design academies) a place for debate? A place that should 
be designed for learning through discussion even more than through 
listening and repeating? 
Referring to the two poles of the spectrum of speculative design identified 
by Dunne and Raby, I see in conceptual art the side of SD that results 
in museums and galleries. Yet, the exploration of possible futures that 
is able to embrace parallel spaces can find in schools the fertile ground 
for investigation, while being included in how knowledge is created and 
transmitted.
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What about the Armchair now?

Harman, Kant, Marx and Humans



After Object-Oriented-Ontology
‘New paradigms continue to be explored by people who poke at the edges; the 

public responds by reframing hopes and expectations; and the character of a new 

medium begins to emerge. The process of maturation in new media requires 

creativity, time, investment, optimism’.  (Laurel, 2001, p. 8)

One major problem with the idea of speculation is that it seems to 
offer anyone the open opportunity to think/imagine whatever she or 
he wants (Halewood, 2017). There is nothing wrong with the use of 
imagination in its greater freedom and it might even be useful on some 
degree; nevertheless, this is not the role of speculation in the academic 
world or not where speculation can perform at its best. To justify the use 
and value of speculation, frameworks and constraints are needed (ibid). 
As Halewood clearly states in ‘Situated speculation as a constraint on 
thought’, the reason for doing so is not to create another method upon 
others, another tool ready to be taken out of the box; while instead it is 
eradicated in the will of making speculation worthwhile and effective.  

In this chapter and in the succeeding one there are two different lines 
of reflection. Here I will continue with certain challenging areas mainly 
related to the development of OOO; aiming to strike at the core of this 
philosophy’s influences in the day-to-day exploration of the world. 
Building upon the conclusion of this chapter, I will move into exploring 
the potential benefits of bringing OOO and SD together and the inherent 
application in the fascinating and in continuous evolution dilemma of 
knowledge and education. 

There is one specific threat highlighted by Shaviro that is useful to 
mention at the end of the OOO’s delineation. Being an expert on 
Whitehead and Harman and at the same time academically involved 
in science fiction and panpsychism, Shaviro’s annotation gains the 
value of an insider memorandum. He believes that, trying to escape 
correlationism, speculative realism can ‘turn toward the downright bizarre’ 
(Bryant et al. 2010, p. 7, as cited in Shaviro, 2015). In its worst form, 
speculative philosophy can build upon dubious and unclear foundations. 
On the other hand, in its best form, it resembles speculative fiction, as it 
cannot stands without extrapolation.
This is not the only risk/criticism that OOO is vulnerable to, and also not 
the only one that I will introduce in this thesis. However, interrogating 
the strangeness that speculation can reach is particularly relevant while 
I am reflecting on the influences of being exposed to Speculative Design 
and Object-Oriented-Ontology.

In the paragraph Weirdness and Futures (p. 25), weirdness has been defined 
as the unknown space between reality and what I can know of reality. 
In other words, there is an open space between what the world really is 
and what I can understand of it. Weirdness constructs upon the concept 
of withdrawal, which should sound familiar by now. Depending on how 
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I decide to relate to this grey space, OOO can be charged with different 
nuances and influences. As I am incapacitated of getting in touch with the 
RO of my armchair, I am entitled to giving up; accepting the impossibility 
of true knowledge, maybe I shouldn’t even try to pursue it. On the other 
side though, I am offered the possibility of experimentation; and in this 
braveness I find again the value of uncertainty. As Harman recognizes 
the potential of counterfactual speculation developing in a structured 
methodology, there are two considerations to disclose. Echoing Halewood 
thought, the significance of the effort should stay in making speculation 
worthwhile and effective. An unlocked playground for experimentation 
should be helpful with that, as it is not precluded to my personal 
experience of the world. Each person I have ever encountered in my life, 
and all the one I haven’t; they all live through this weirdness and all can 
take a step towards this room for speculation.
Yet, all the Shaviro’s downright bizzarre can come out here. Here, I am 
not saying that using all my imagination to explore how the world is and 
could / should be, is wrong and useless; simply, it is not effective for the 
purpose of it. OOO and SD can tangle up to offer a worthwhile constraint 
of thought to exploration and speculation. The more robust and resilient 
the proposed structure seems, the easier it would be for anyone to enter a 
free space of expression and constrained imagination.

Taking a step back and considering again Harman’s viewpoint, it is 
clear how he sees aesthetics and philosophy as helping in relating to the 
incapacity of knowing; while he is cautious against forms of knowledge 
that are already existing and unable to grasp the depth of objects (Lemke, 
2017). The aesthetic experience, exemplified by the metaphor, relies on 
the theatrical model: I am entering the metaphor as the real object and 
this new amalgamated object I am inhabiting is the genuine aesthetic 
experience. Describing the latter as ‘the kind that does not bore us’, and in 
many other ways, Harman clearly expresses a favouritism of aesthetic as a 
non-literal form of cognition (Harman, 2017, p.83).

Anthropocentrism
What is my role, as a person, in the metaphor? Can a metaphor exist 
if deprived of the human-object? Even though it is not transparently 
illustrated, the human presence seems an irreplaceable ingredient of the 
theatrical model. I am required to step in into the metaphor to become 
the real object and live through the aesthetic genuine experience. This 
notion seems to vaguely remind the idea of relations; even though those 
are considered typically as a human way of apprehending (Cole, 2015). 
As Harman tried everything to move away from correlationism, Kant 
and everything even remotely close to relations, it is imperative to 
contextualise this assertion. 
Reflecting upon Object-Oriented-Ontology, at some point it seems almost 
obvious to question if the philosophy is occasionally anthropocentric; 
and if so, how contradictory should that be perceived as. A similar 
consideration has emerged in chapter two, in relation to the quadruplicity 
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of objects and qualities. Harman exposes how objects are partitioned 
in real and sensual objects; and in the same way, qualities are divided 
into real and sensual qualities. From here, the ontography of OOO can 
be found: RO-SQ, RO-RQ, SO-SQ, SO-RQ. Nonetheless, Harman is 
also subjected to the uncertainty of weirdness, and to the consequences 
of withdrawal. Yet somehow, he is able to say for certain that there are 
real objects and sensual objects. Through a mental experiment, he can 
definitely express that he sees / experiences reality as a composition of 
those objects and those qualities, but that doesn’t justify the assumption 
of knowing that this setting is without doubts what and how the world is 
made of. Maybe, OOO is still a human point of view on reality?

Throughout the advancement of this thesis, I have expressed how, 
while writing, Harman often refers to previous thinkers he admires and 
constructs upon them; highlighting their valuable points and correcting 
their mistakes in the philosophical work. In doing so, he uses the same 
effort to walk as far as possible from Kant and Kantianism, as he stands 
as the shining crown jewel of correlationism. However, many critics 
are trying to show how OOO is not as far from Kantianism as Harman 
wanted. Building upon the words of Andrew Cole9, ‘there’s really no need 

to overturn the concept of relation in the cursory manner of the object-oriented 

ontologists, because there’s already plenty in the history of philosophy since 

Aristotle to instruct us that relation is not always human or correlational, (..)’ 
(Cole, 2015, p. 5). He believes that object-oriented ontologists seem 
to lack a comprehensive knowledge of Kant and keep on referring to 
singular pieces of work of the renowned philosopher; while Kant’s 
standpoint is not extensively reflected in Harman’s criticism and 
consequent alienation. On this note, Cole explains how Kant recognizes 
relations in the noumenal world, but since we have access only to 
phenomenal relations it is not possible for people to think them directly. 
Moreover, in this framework, phenomenal relations are explained as 
the imperfect representations of the noumenal ones (ibid). In other words, 
human relations are not the only kind of relations that Kant includes in 
his representation of the word. In recognizing differences and similarities, 
Cole claims that ‘Kant’s epistemology, in particular his insight into how we 

experience the world, remains foundational.’ (Cole, 2015, p.2). 
As I am struggling to believe in Harman’s lack of familiarity with 
Kantianism, there is undoubtedly a scenario with strong (or at least 
valuable) doubts on points in common and similarities between these 
two philosophies, and the indisputable willingness of Harman to separate 
himself and his work from it. Harman walks away from the notion of 
relations. Why? What is this original sin he is trying to escape from?
While Kant believes that there are object relations, but we cannot know 

Going back
 to Kant

9 Andrew Cole is a professor at Princeton. Since 2015, Andrew has directed the Gauss Seminars  
 in Criticism.
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them except through the inevitable human way, Harman desperately tries 
to turn the other way and understand how objects relate to each other’s. 
Object-oriented-ontology is fighting against a limit difficult to defeat. 
As a human being, I can try to use mental experiments to escape the 
boundaries of my mind and my body and the inescapable fact that I am 
looking at the world as a human; however, it is an experiment and I am 
still a human being. 
Getting too involved in these criticisms you could throw up your hands 
and leave Object-Oriented-Ontology as fast as you felt in love with it, as 
an insufficient philosophy lacking proper infrastructure. Still, this does 
not explain the spontaneous appeal that this work has to so many readers. 
Furthermore, all these critical assessments do not provide an answer to 
what I consider a core question: why does Harman want to decentre the 
human so badly? 

Harman’s Escape
Cole is not alone in criticizing Object-Oriented-Ontology and its denied 
inheritance towards Immanuel Kant. In many of those works the notion 
of objects is broken apart piece by piece, and Harman’s philosophy is left 
unarmed and with nothing to offer. However, I don’t think this is doing 
any justice to what OOO has to give.
In exploring this idea, the outcomes and the reasoning exposed in the 
next paragraphs are the results of a personal elaboration on Harman’s 
work. This is here clarified as this exploration is not necessarily in 
accordance with the philosopher’s viewpoint and as such it should be read 
as my critical interpretation of Object-Oriented-Ontology potential value 
and insights – even more in the light of its possible applications, on which 
I will further elaborate upon in the next chapter.

Harman’s subjectivism is being called into question. While objects seem 
to become subjects, Harman seems to run as far as possible from putting 
humans at the centre of attention. This willingness is so extreme that in 
some cases he is accused of shaming humans for being so. In referring 
to the tendency of personifying objects, I want to introduce the concept 
of the mystical character of the commodity. Explained by Marx in its work 
Capital (1867), he is famously describing it using another object as the 
example: a table. In this framework, in particular, Marx refers to that 
table that you would really love to buy and put in your living room. This 
is a scene I can definitely relate to – and I am sure I am not the only one. 
The table’s metaphysical subtleties and properties attract the buyer and 
they create a meaning in him/her that is quite complex to grasp.  ‘It not 

only stands with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all other commodities, 

it stands on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far 

more wonderful than if it were to begin dancing of its own free will’ (Marx, 
1977, p. 163). In this quote the notion of mystical character of the 
commodity can be identified; it is referred to as mystical because as a 
human I am able to magically focus on only a part of the characteristics of 
the table and arrive at the point of personifying it (Cole, 2015). In doing 
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so, I can reduce the narrow of my focus to such little features that I totally 
overlook how that table became a table, how it was produced and where, 
and how it got to that window I am now staring at. In other words, 
what made this object as such. This way of approaching consumerism 
is one of the many capitalism’s flaws identified in Marx’s masterpiece. 
Cole is clearly sceptical about how Object-Oriented-Ontology is placing 
objects’ role in relation to this no-questions-asked connection. However, 
I perceive in Harman’s attempt, the exact opposite intention. In trying 
to shift the focus from the human perception of things, to the equality 
of value in objects, he is trying to overcome and deal with the awareness 
that putting the human-subject at the centre can have these consequences. 
The notion of commodity itself basically transforms an object in just what 
is useful and valuable to its user. When I am referring to a commodity, 
I am considering an object just as its qualities to my leisure. In doing so, 
I am not accumulating enough awareness of the object in itself; and in 
Harman’s philosophy, I read a wholehearted attempt to fight this and 
run as far as possible to create something that can have a potentially 
different impact on how I see myself and the other objects. As I first 
started discussing the concept of object in chapter 3.1, a key thought has 
always been that ‘For it is false that dragons have autonomous reality in the 

same manner as a telephone pole. My point is not that all objects are equally 

real, but that they are equally objects.’ (Harman, 2011, p. 69). Already in this 
quote it was visible as Harman’s intent is not the shaming of humans as 
such: he recognizes that their autonomous reality is different and higher 
than the one belonging to my armchair, which is still lying in my living 
room as I am writing. Yet, I am still an object and my armchair is also 
still an object. The humancentric approach that OOO is trying to fight 
relates more to the fact that as a human being I have a different level of 
reality, yet I am not necessarily special for that. Different maybe, capable 
of doing disparate things, but not assumingly special as such. Now, this 
might instead sound as my personal attempt to shame humans; yet this 
would be far away from the point I am trying to make. Having gained 
a deep consciousness of the consequences in how humans relate to the 
reality, in a tradition where it is the habit to position humanity at the 
centre of focus, Harman wants to push in the direction of creating a new 
mainstream. As much as it is possible to further discuss on OOO’s flaws 
and inconsistency, this is what I experienced in Harman’s work and what 
genuinely sparked my fascination.  It is in this impetus that I meet the 
conditions for a ground of justification for the structural inconsistencies 
disclosed so far, and the renewed intent for moving past them to build 
upon the favourable ones.

It is time to take a step back and re-frame this discussion in the context of 
this thesis. While trying to understand and bring out the value of Object-
Oriented-Ontology, few points on its potentiality are slowly emerging. 
This becomes beneficial in creating the correct framework for OOO 
and speculative design to engage. In previous occasions I have referred, 
referencing Halewood thought, to the desire of constructing speculation 

Worthwhile 
and effective 
philosophy

 . 52What about the 
armchair now?



as worthwhile and effective; in these pages, I am trying to make the case for 
Harman’s work worth and effectiveness in the first place. The resulting 
question is, when is a philosophy worthwhile and effective? This inquiry 
could lead in various directions and on so many different levels. However, 
at the risk of sounding superficial, I am limiting the answer to the 
consideration that a philosophy can be considered with those adjectives 
when, among other things, it has some sort of influence. On a bigger 
scale, when it reaches human behaviours and somehow – in intended 
ways or not – influences the approach to reality.
Kant and Kantian philosophies definitely won on that; and they are 
not alone. The way I am living my reality is the result of many ideas 
and situations I have been involved in and exposed to; among the first 
influences, what and how I studied. Harman’s philosophy is trying to 
embed itself in this scenario, to implant a different and un-explored 
tendency. In influencing my experience of the world, chances are that my 
actions at some point will follow the same direction. Even though I am 
aware that this is going a bit far from Harman’s words, I believe it is a leap 
of faith that OOO allows us to do. Is the reality we are all experiencing 
the reality we would love to be experiencing? Maybe having a couple 
of generations scared to die for the consequences of global warming is 
not exactly the ideals I want to be confronted with. And I’m sorry if this 
sounds cheap. And I am not saying that this is Kant’s fault, either. He 
would also probably be scared at this point. 

OOO structure is probably flawed and, in the long run, structurally 
inadequate in doing what it is claiming to do. But is it even relevant at 
this point? What I mean is that, in the framework of the ‘worthwhile 
and effective’, what I am hoping to see is a different influence on how we 
approach reality; and in this direction Harman’s philosophy is gaining 
meaningfulness. In 2013 and 2014 Speculative Realism, as a four-member 
movement, was ranked in ArtReview Power 100 list; and in 2015 Graham 
Harman was then ranked alone as number 75 for his influences in 
international art by the London-based magazine. Harman is recognized as 
one of the thinkers who did the most to bring object-oriented-ontology 
to the wider public. ‘What’s undeniable is Harman’s ability to influence 

artistic and curatorial thinking when the reference points in politics, art and the 

humanities have never been more unstable.’ (“Power 100,” n.d.).
Contemplating Object-Oriented-Ontology as a philosophy that is trying 
to change the mainstream approach to the field, Speculative Design 
should come to mind. Introducing the creation of SD, I referred to how 
Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby in the 1990s and 2000s were fighting 
to create something that was against the standard conception of design. 
They were envisioning a kind of design capable of awareness for human’s 
impacts on the world. On some extent, they succeeded in bringing 
design on a different path and they started a new trend in the field. From 
this point of view, both Object-Oriented-Ontology and Speculative 
Design were created in the attempt of moving away from the common 
convictions in the field. Moreover, they both have been criticized and 
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questioned in relation to their authenticity and possibility to exist and 
stand alone. 

Having reached the end of this chapter, after all these considerations on 
Harman’s philosophy and its implications, there is an impellent question 
left to face (and possibly to answer): What about the armchair now? 
Maybe, in working with Object-Oriented-Ontology, the consideration of 
the human limitation should be included. Precisely, in praising for objects 
equality and in trying to experience the reality I am a part of, I need to 
remind myself of the fact that I am a human-object. As such, I am trying 
to make sense of this impartiality while continuously struggling with 
a massive bias, that I cannot entirely get rid of. Is this Kantian to say? 
Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. Or again, maybe it is the same catch that failed 
Harman. What is important is to embrace this trait as a limitation more 
than an advantage. In other words, this differentiation should make me 
question what I can do now to approach the reality with the fairness it 
requires while still being biased by my being a human. Having said that, 
how should Harman’s ontology be approached now? I want to enter the 
next chapter having a clear understanding of the factual value of Object-
Oriented-Ontology, in which I recognize the motivation for such an 
extensive worldwide recognition in many different fields. As simple as it 
is, OOO moves the centre of attention away from humans and closer to 
the equality of all objects (with different levels of autonomous reality). As 
an Ontology, OOO is investigating the nature of reality. In doing so it is 
guiding us in how objects should get in touch with other objects, qualities 
with other qualities, and so forth. The core takeaways in the notion of 
ontology should tend to take the shape of an approach to the world. 
Some sort of glasses that I never take off and helps me in approaching 
the world in the best way I know, and in making sense of reality; far 
away from the human-centred manner. The effort of doing such an 
attempt pushes me, and anyone else who’s trying the same, towards better 
futures. It is precisely in this endeavour that Object-Oriented-Ontology 
and Speculative Design can bring a real and tangible contribution. I will 
explore more on this thought in the next chapter.

So what about 
the armchair 
now?
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Post-humanism and post-post-humanism
In New Zealand, the Maori tribes of Whanganui has been fighting for 
140 years to have the river legally recognized the same rights as a human 
being. After the longest litigation in New Zealand’s history, they won. 
‘The great River flows from the mountains to the sea. I am the River, the River is 

me.’
With these words, the tribes want to recognize how they have always 
considered the river as their ancestor, and as such, they want to 
protect it (Warne, 2019). Somewhere else in the world, two robots are 
legally partner in a faux-law firm (Bluestein, 2012). These are just two 
entertaining examples of developments that are blurring the line between 
the traditional and familiar binaries that constitute what is ‘normal’ to 
consider; among the others, human and nonhuman. Moreover, these are 
representative of a possible (direct or indirect) influence of an object-
oriented way of looking at the world, where the nonhuman is being 
considered as much as the human. The space for development in this area 
is, to say the least, extensive; yet, these cases are the perfect introduction 
for a core question. In taking a step further in the direction of an object-
oriented framework, I believe it is primary to introduce the investigation 
on who / what are we designing for. The standard answer to this question 
has been the same for the past decades: humans. For what it is called 
human-centred design (HCD), the human perspective is what is relevant 
in all steps of the design process. Embraced as an approach to problem-
solving, human-centred design is proudly at the heart of many massive 
design companies. The lead company IDEO, introduced in chapter 3, is 
the perfect example. Additionally, it is widely taught in design schools 
– and not only. As I have come so far in this thesis, HCD seems to stand 
against everything proclaimed until now.
Yet, as I am not the first one to reach this place, a large body of research 
is growing and contributing to posthuman theories. HCD positions 
the human being at the centre; as such, neither the Whanganui river, 
global warming, or my dog, are equally or adequately considered in 
the design process (Forlano, 2017). Posthuman, instead, avoids binary 
categories and brings human and nonhuman together as one. In doing 
so, the comprehension of these hybrid relations that are constructing the 
world is on constant development; and with it also the design methods 
and frameworks that should guide the field in the exploration of the 
uncertain. While the analysis is focused on the impacts of technology 
on society, the less explored aspect is that the first one is not part of 
the second, it is something standing outside of it. In a posthuman-
centred-design, the language of networks creates a blurred distinction 
among these actors and this process help the designer understand more 
of those investigated relationships (Strathern, 2005). Beyond further 
considerations, this might already be a step further in the object-oriented 
direction.
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Are those emerging practices moving towards the support of equality 
for humans and non-humans? Most posthuman approaches are still 
preserving ‘humanity as a primary actor’ (Bogost, 2012). To be precise, 
in most cases it is possible to see how other elements are given the 
possibility to be elevated to the same status as humanity – which is 
quite different from embracing all objects as equally real. Even though 
this is a prove of post-humanism being flawed, it should still appear a 
comprehensible misinterpretation of the passage, as the main ‘obstacle’ in 
this process is being able to frame the concept of vitality. Coming from 
a human-centred-everything, this is a process of moving forward more 
than a defined and designed final place to reach. ‘Life’ has clearly been a 
dealbreaker in dividing objects: humans from seats, bears from stones 
or even flowers from fences. However, as Ian Bogost claims in his work 
Alien Phenomenology, or What It’s Like to Be a Thing (2012), ‘If we 

take seriously the idea that all objects recede interminably into themselves, then 

human perception becomes just one among many ways that objects might relate. 

To put things at the center of a new metaphysics also requires us to admit that 

they do not exist just for us.’ (Bogost, 2012, p.9). 

In the process of abandoning HCD, post-humanism seems to be flawed 
with some of the same characteristics of the first one. 
So, what is next now?
Object-oriented-ontology draws a scenario where I am not able to know 
reality anymore, yet non-literal ways of cognition can be of some help. 
But this is not all, as Harman’s philosophy, like most metaphysics, is made 
of first principles (Bogost, 2009). This means that it should be considered 
mainly as foundational work, exemplifying postulates and principles that 
can be used as a substructure; and one of the great characteristics of this 
type of compositions is that they are there to be constructed upon. It 
allows the reader to investigate how those axioms are supposed to / could 
potentially be applied in day-to-day activities. Even though such enquiries 
do not necessarily lead to adequate or fortunate accomplishments, Object-
Oriented-Ontology originates this space for erection.
On the other side, Speculative Design is a practice-lead area for 
exploration. It is guided by the intention of creating debates around 
themes relevant for the world’s future(s), inducing as many people as 
possible in questioning behaviours and practices while exploring what 
could come next – Preferable Futures. While participating in the same 
ambitions (with fewer small distinctions), there are numerous ways to 
proceed in pursuing them. Scenario-making, prototyping, backcasting, 
fictions, and more. The perfect example of such a phenomenon is a 
milestone of the field in itself: Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and 

Social Dreaming by Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby (2013). Leafing 
through the pages, the movement and its ramifications are illustrated 
by a number of examples. Hereby, Speculative Design is offering many 
tools and methods to design for Debate and question preferrable futures. 
Nevertheless, it is in many cases lacking a robust foundation to refer 
its frameworks to; and so, creating a great space for collaboration and 
progress in coupling those two. 

Structures for 
principles
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Creative Effort for the Ways of Cognition
Object-Oriented-Ontology and Speculative Design are the side activities 
to the rescue to convert the mainstream of the respective fields. Looking 
at speculation as to the heart of these movements, Harman’s philosophy 
is here perceived as the great constraint of thoughts for Speculative Design, 
and vice versa. Once this is clarified, how do objects make sense of objects 
now? Bringing the genuine aesthetic experience of the metaphor on a 
new pragmatic standard necessitates for a creative effort. The coupling of 
these two actors (OOO and SD) moulds an essentially literary and artistic 
attempt. The use of the word artistic should not remind of a beautifier 
role for a shining outcome the value lies in the act of creation. Although 
this might seem identical to what OOO was already doing alone, the 
framework for understanding has shifted.

Through the combination of these movements, there is a re-found 
equilibrium that can work towards the externalisation of OOO axioms 
and principles while supporting people in the confrontation with ideals 
for debate. Here the human aspect of the participants is not ignored and 
cancelled – as this is not something where we can possibly succeed. The 
coupled design philosophy relates to the human character embracing the 
framework offered by Object-Oriented-Ontology, with the awareness 
concerning the limitations of the human position. In doing so, I become 
conscious of a constant defection which forges an impossibility that I 
cannot overcome. In adopting Harman’s perspective, my approach to 
reality is constantly evolving and aware of its constituent limitations. 
Embracing them, Speculative Design methodologies inhabit a renewed 
function in the exploration of possible and preferable futures – as a tool 
for an attempt to an elusive cognition that leads the ones being guided 
towards the chase of futures of objects as equally objects. Here, the 
impossibility of true knowledge is an empowering limitation that can 
guide my endeavour in the direction of the greatest outcomes – where 
such are still the most I can accomplish as a limited kind of objects. 
Nevertheless, this infrastructure can support worthwhile and effective 

speculation.

This framework involves a continuous questioning for which worlds 
we are, or we should be, working for. As a practise, it is vaguely close to 
the notion of World Building approach, familiar to the field of Design 
and Science fiction. In such areas, world building refers to the creation 
of a structured and comprehensive narrative of a speculative alternative 
reality. Here, designers are telling a world that can contain speculation 
on prototyped objects. Following Harman’s traditional approach of 
building upon other theories, this attempt, that belongs to a different 
design tradition, has a value that can be transported in the framework 
proposed. Nevertheless, it also presents a discrepancy. World Building 
is here isolated from the narrative of the comprehensive reality and 
downscaled: instead of a detailed alternative future world as a place to 
prototype objects, the creation of artefacts is the core activity to try to 

5.2

Humans and 
after

Practical 
speculation
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disclose insights toward a preferable reality. Indeed, as a human object, 
the ideation of an entire world just from my personal speculation makes 
it very hard to keep an object-oriented mindset in the consideration 
of others equally objects. On the other side, a step-by-step speculation 
facilitates a perpetual consideration of it. In the pursuance of it, we never 
reach the delineation of such a world. It’s a never-ending speculation. 

Through the application of this structure, I am able to deal with my 
human limitations. In the contextualized World Building Approach, 
the act of creating speculative artefacts is both individualistic and 
participatory: there is not a designer constructing a prototype and an 
audience being stimulated by it. Instead, each participant should actively 
engage in the speculation for the purpose of the genuine experience of 

aesthetics. In this way, the aesthetic practise and the speculative debate are 
intertwined to frame an object of speculation – a potential key for reading 
preferable futures. 

Learning Environments as a relevant Playfield
The envisioned framework offers a practical take on the matching among 
Object-Oriented-Ontology and Speculative Design. Nonetheless, a 
standing issue concerns the designers’ consigned authority to nominate 
themselves as the leader of its pragmatic execution. Instead, a valuable 
question that has already been proposed during this thesis is the following 
one: Who has the right to ask questions about the futures? The naive 
answer to this question should be everyone. Yet, there is a societal-
wide necessity for a change for everyone to contribute to the design of 
preferable futures. 
A first step towards inclusion is the recognition and assimilation of a 
dwelling mode of being in learning environments. As long as the core model 
of knowledge creation and dissemination is anchored to the conception of 
the actor as completely detached from the analysed situation, there is no 
possibility for a constrained and situated speculation. To ensure a societal-
wide capacity of envisioning preferable futures, it is fundamental for the 
human-objects to be aware of their involvement, as such, in the reality 
they live in. Trying to deny this bias is more counterproductive than 
embracing it through an object-oriented standpoint. Thereby, this action 
moves us forward in the development of a multiple futures perspective 
that is accounting for all objects. However, such an acknowledgment is 
powerful but not enough to answer the core question. As much as the 
insights gained through a comprehensive and all-inclusive involvement 
would be impressive, the easiest and most reasonable places to begin with 
are learning environments. In other words, schools.

5.3
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‘In the arts and humanities, “interdisciplinary” usually means inbreeding: 

“French and German.” What happens when it must instead mean, say, media 

ecology and electrical engineering, or gastronomy and physics?’ (Ian Bogost as 

cited in Gratton, n.d.).

To conclude this chapter, I want to make a final consideration on the 

real meaning of interdisciplinarity. Throughout this thesis I have tried 

to make the case for design-knowledge as extremely valuable. Moreover, 

this final chapter showcased how the proposed framework could find 

fertile ground if used in learning environments. In doing so, the purpose 

is not to reject sciences, or the traditional conception of Research. Instead, 

I hope to see interdisciplinarity in the merge of these two cultures. In this 

multidisciplinary approach, radical potential is waiting to be discovered. 
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Conclusion



In this thesis, I have addressed two questions: 

Does Object-Oriented-Ontology fruitfully merge with Speculative Design to 

create a space for exploration?

And if so, how can this space be used as a way of cognition to explore the futures?

The assumption of a potential beneficial contribution in the 
intertwinement of Speculative Design and Object-Oriented-Ontology 
guided this project since the beginning; as such, it produced some basic 
aims throughout the process: 

1. to explore the ontological take on reality exposed by Object- 
 Oriented-Ontology, and understand its limits 

2. to conceptualize the potential contribution of employing OOO  
 viewpoint of the world within how l - as a human-object - look  
 at reality

3. to examine the practice-based methodology of Speculative   
 Design and expose its values to a broader application

4. to infuse these previous three attempts in a first shape of a   
 framework that draws upon the leading aspects of both SD and  
 OOO 

Working within design issues, it should be noticed that design has had 
a long association with a maker attitude, providing practical insights on 
practical problems. One might desire a descriptive take in few scenarios; 
especially, when the results of such an effort could influence the quality 
and the sharing of the outcomes. Critical design processes are still 
underarticulated in literature, and this can turn into a problem within the 
design community – and not only. This thesis does not offer a solution 
to those literature deficiencies, but I hope it can contribute towards that 
direction.  

I worked my way up through the previous aims fusing the Object-
Oriented-Ontology’s key takeaways with the framework offered by 
Speculative Design. 
To give a direct answer:
In the first three chapters I have introduced the context of this thesis, 
and slowly exposed the traits of both OOO and SD that build upon 
the possibility of a merge. In other words, Object-Oriented-Ontology 
offers an amazing and incredibly stimulating standpoint towards how 
each human being looks at reality. In doing so, the aesthetic experience, 
represented by the metaphor, gains a lot of importance. On the opposite 
side, Speculative Design has been focused since the 1970s on creating a 
practice capable of allowing experimentations on futures while arguing 
for a debate. Throughout these first three chapters, I extrapolated 
the possibility of a combination between these movements to reach 
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worthwhile and effective speculation. 
In the second part of the thesis, I argued for a specific framework for 
such speculation. The adoption of OOO axioms, in the practical creation 
of artefacts within an adapted World Building approach. The genuine 
experience taking place in this context can be (and should be) located in 
learning environments. There, the designer-role guide is abandoned, and 
the framework can be used to insert effective speculation as a learning 
tool to explore preferable futures.

Was I able to solve the dilemma of a working infrastructure to insert 
speculation within the learning scene? Was it actually worthwhile to 
frame Object-Oriented-Ontology together with Speculative Design 
for pragmatic speculation? I am not sure I can firmly answer to such 
questions. I can claim that I have explored those speculative and design 
issues, and I have argued for their relevance within these terms. 

I believe in the need for such a structure to emerge and guide the 
inclusion of a situated speculation in the suitable environments, to make 
it a practice worthwhile pursuing and an unequalled method to open the 
exploration of preferable futures.
Many steps need to be taken for this to happen; nonetheless, I hope I 
will see it happen and I hope I will be able to contribute to that. There 
is an extremely fascinating space for both practical and theoretical 
experimentation to move in this direction. Perhaps the field is too young 
to understand where it will lead, but I believe it deserves a chance in the 
run for a better future. 
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