
realism of philosophy

realism of philosophy represents a foundational perspective in metaphysics and
epistemology, emphasizing that certain aspects of reality exist independently of human
thoughts, beliefs, or perceptions. This philosophical stance has been a critical point of
debate, contrasting with various forms of idealism, relativism, and skepticism.
Understanding the realism of philosophy involves exploring its historical roots, key
arguments, and contemporary relevance across different philosophical domains. This
article delves into the essence of philosophical realism, the distinctions among its types,
and its implications for knowledge, science, and ontology. By examining these facets,
readers gain a comprehensive insight into how realism shapes philosophical inquiry and
informs other intellectual disciplines.
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Historical Background of Realism in Philosophy
The realism of philosophy has deep historical roots, tracing back to ancient Greek
thinkers. Philosophers like Plato and Aristotle laid the groundwork for realist thought,
though their versions of realism varied significantly. Plato’s theory of forms posited the
existence of abstract, perfect entities independent of the physical world, while Aristotle
emphasized a more empirical approach, focusing on substances and their inherent
properties. Throughout the Middle Ages, scholastic philosophers, particularly Thomas
Aquinas, integrated Aristotelian realism with Christian theology, advancing the idea that
universals exist but depend on the mind of God.

Realism in Ancient Philosophy
Ancient philosophy distinguished between different understandings of reality. Realism
during this period primarily dealt with the existence of universals—whether general
concepts like “redness” or “justice” have an existence beyond individual instances. Plato’s
realism argued for transcendent universals, whereas Aristotle’s moderate realism located
universals within particular things themselves. This foundational debate set the stage for
later philosophical discussions on the realism of philosophy.



Medieval and Early Modern Developments
During the medieval period, realism was central to scholastic thought, influencing
theology and metaphysics. Early modern philosophy introduced challenges to traditional
realism, especially with the rise of empiricism and rationalism. Thinkers such as Descartes
and Locke questioned how and whether external reality could be known, leading to
variations in realist thought and the emergence of anti-realist positions.

Core Concepts and Types of Philosophical Realism
Philosophical realism encompasses several core concepts, primarily the belief in an
objective reality that exists independently of perception or language. Various types of
realism address different domains, including metaphysical realism, epistemological
realism, and scientific realism. Each type focuses on specific aspects of reality and
knowledge, defining the scope and nature of realism in philosophy.

Metaphysical Realism
Metaphysical realism asserts that there is a reality independent of human minds,
encompassing objects, properties, and events that exist whether or not they are perceived
or conceived. This position opposes idealism, which denies the independent existence of
the external world. Metaphysical realism often entails belief in mind-independent entities
and objective truths.

Epistemological Realism
Epistemological realism concerns the possibility of knowledge about the external world. It
holds that humans can gain objective knowledge about reality through perception, reason,
or scientific inquiry. This contrasts with skepticism or anti-realism, which question or deny
the certainty or existence of such knowledge.

Scientific Realism
Scientific realism maintains that the entities, structures, and processes described by
scientific theories exist independently of human thought. It supports the idea that
scientific theories progressively describe the reality underlying observable phenomena.
Scientific realism is a dominant position in the philosophy of science, addressing issues
about the truth and objectivity of scientific knowledge.

Arguments Supporting the Realism of Philosophy
Several arguments underpin the realism of philosophy, aiming to establish the existence of
an objective reality and the possibility of knowledge about it. These arguments come from
metaphysics, epistemology, and the philosophy of language, providing a robust foundation
for realist positions.



The Argument from Common Sense
This argument emphasizes everyday experience and intuition, suggesting that it is
reasonable to believe in an external reality that exists independently of our minds. The
consistency and predictability of the world support the notion that objects and events are
not mere illusions or constructs of perception.

The Noetic Structure Argument
Philosophers argue that knowledge claims presuppose the existence of an objective
reality; otherwise, the concept of truth would be meaningless. Realism provides the
necessary framework for truth and falsity, enabling meaningful discourse and inquiry.

Success of Science
The practical success of science in producing reliable technology and explanations
supports scientific realism. If scientific theories were not at least approximately true
descriptions of reality, their predictive and explanatory power would be inexplicable. This
pragmatic argument reinforces the realism of philosophy in the context of empirical
inquiry.

Criticisms and Alternatives to Realism
Despite its prominence, the realism of philosophy faces significant criticisms and
alternative perspectives. These critiques challenge the assumptions of mind-independent
reality and objective knowledge, advocating for different ontological and epistemological
frameworks.

Idealism and Anti-Realism
Idealism denies the independent existence of the external world, asserting that reality is
fundamentally mental or constructed by consciousness. Anti-realism, including relativism
and constructivism, questions the objectivity of truth and knowledge, suggesting that
these concepts are contingent on social, linguistic, or conceptual frameworks.

Skepticism
Skepticism challenges the possibility of certain knowledge about the external world. It
raises doubts about the reliability of perception and reasoning, undermining the
epistemological foundations of realism. Skeptical arguments highlight the difficulties in
proving the existence of an objective reality beyond doubt.

Phenomenalism
Phenomenalism holds that physical objects are reducible to sensory experiences or
phenomena. This view shifts the focus from external objects themselves to the experiences
they produce, opposing metaphysical realism's claim of mind-independent existence.



Impact of Realism on Science and Epistemology
The realism of philosophy significantly influences scientific practice and epistemological
theories. It informs how knowledge is conceptualized, justified, and pursued within various
disciplines, shaping methodological and theoretical approaches.

Realism and Scientific Method
Scientific realism underlies the assumption that empirical investigation reveals truths
about the world. It justifies the use of observation, experimentation, and theory testing as
means to uncover objective facts. This realist framework fosters confidence in scientific
progress and the accumulation of knowledge.

Epistemological Foundations
Realism supports the idea that knowledge corresponds to an external reality, emphasizing
the importance of truth, objectivity, and justification. It contrasts with relativist or
constructivist epistemologies that view knowledge as context-dependent or socially
constructed.

Influence on Other Disciplines
The principles of realism extend beyond philosophy and science, impacting fields such as
ethics, law, and education. In these areas, realism promotes the belief in objective
standards, universal truths, and the possibility of rational inquiry.

Contemporary Debates and Developments in
Realism
Modern philosophical discourse continues to explore and refine the realism of philosophy,
addressing challenges raised by new scientific discoveries, linguistic analysis, and
metaphysical inquiry. These debates enhance understanding and adapt realism to
contemporary intellectual contexts.

Moderate and Critical Realism
Contemporary realists often adopt moderate or critical positions that acknowledge the
complexity of reality and the limits of human knowledge. These approaches seek a balance
between strict metaphysical realism and skeptical or anti-realist critiques, emphasizing
fallibility and revision in scientific and philosophical claims.

Realism in Analytic Philosophy
Analytic philosophy examines the semantics and logic of realist claims, clarifying concepts
such as truth, reference, and objectivity. Debates focus on the relationship between
language and reality, addressing issues like metaphysical commitment and ontological
parsimony.



Realism and Postmodern Critiques
Postmodern and post-structuralist critiques challenge the assumptions of realism, arguing
that knowledge and reality are constructed through discourse and power relations. Realist
philosophers respond by defending the viability of objective knowledge while
acknowledging social and linguistic influences.

Key Features of Realism in Philosophy
Understanding the realism of philosophy also involves recognizing its defining
characteristics that distinguish it from competing philosophical positions.

Mind-Independent Existence: Objects and truths exist independently of human
cognition.

Objective Truth: Truth is correspondence between beliefs and reality, not merely
consensus or utility.

Universality: Realism posits that certain truths hold universally, regardless of
individual perspectives.

Epistemic Access: Humans can gain knowledge about reality through perception,
reason, and scientific methods.

Metaphysical Commitment: Realism entails a commitment to the existence of
entities and structures posited by theories.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the philosophy of realism?
Realism in philosophy is the position that objects exist independently of our perception or
beliefs about them. It asserts that reality is objective and mind-independent.

How does realism differ from idealism in philosophy?
Realism holds that the external world exists independently of our minds, while idealism
argues that reality is mentally constructed or otherwise immaterial and dependent on
perception or consciousness.

What are the main types of philosophical realism?
The main types include metaphysical realism (objects exist independently),
epistemological realism (knowledge corresponds to reality), and scientific realism
(scientific theories describe reality accurately).



Why is realism important in contemporary philosophy?
Realism provides a foundation for objective knowledge and scientific inquiry, enabling
philosophers and scientists to argue that their theories and observations correspond to an
external reality rather than subjective beliefs.

What are common criticisms of philosophical realism?
Critics argue that realism overlooks the role of perception and interpretation in shaping
our understanding of reality, and some contend that reality may be fundamentally
inaccessible or constructed through language, culture, or consciousness.

Additional Resources
1. “Realism and Truth” by Michael Devitt
This book offers a comprehensive examination of the philosophical concept of realism,
particularly focusing on the nature of truth and its relation to reality. Devitt argues for a
robust realist position, defending the idea that the world exists independently of our
beliefs or perceptions. The work is essential for understanding contemporary debates
about metaphysical and scientific realism.

2. “Philosophical Realism: An Introduction” by Christopher S. Hill
Hill provides a clear and accessible introduction to the key themes and arguments
surrounding philosophical realism. The book covers a range of topics including
metaphysical realism, epistemological realism, and the challenges posed by anti-realist
perspectives. It serves as a valuable resource for students and scholars interested in the
foundational issues of realism.

3. “Metaphysical Realism: A Critical Analysis” by Timothy Williamson
Williamson critically explores metaphysical realism, addressing its strengths and potential
weaknesses. The book delves into the relationship between language, thought, and reality,
questioning how our conceptual frameworks align with an independent world. It is a
rigorous philosophical text that contributes to ongoing discussions about the nature of
existence.

4. “Scientific Realism and the Plasticity of Mind” by Kyle Stanford
This work investigates the intersection of scientific realism and the philosophy of mind,
considering how scientific theories represent reality. Stanford argues that while science
aims to describe an objective world, our understanding is shaped by cognitive and social
factors. The book offers insights into the dynamic nature of scientific knowledge and its
realist interpretations.

5. “Realism in Contemporary Philosophy” edited by Michael Luntley
A collection of essays by leading philosophers, this volume addresses various aspects of
realism in modern philosophical thought. Topics include realism about universals, moral
realism, and realism in epistemology. The book highlights the diversity and complexity of
realist positions across different branches of philosophy.

6. “The Ontology of Realism” by Kit Fine



Fine’s book focuses on the ontological commitments of realism, exploring what kinds of
entities realism posits as existing independently. He examines the metaphysical
underpinnings of realist theories and their implications for understanding existence. This
text is crucial for readers interested in the foundational questions of ontology and realism.

7. “Realism and Anti-Realism in Philosophy” by Peter van Inwagen
Van Inwagen provides a balanced discussion of the debates between realist and anti-
realist positions. He outlines the arguments for and against realism in various domains,
including metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics. The book serves as a guide for
navigating the complex arguments that shape contemporary philosophical discourse on
realism.

8. “Truth and Realism” by Michael Dummett
Dummett’s influential work examines the relationship between truth and realism,
particularly in the context of language and meaning. He challenges traditional realist
views by proposing alternative understandings of truth that emphasize verification and
use. The book is a key text for those interested in the philosophy of language and realist
theories.

9. “Realism and the Mind” by John McDowell
In this book, McDowell explores how realism applies to our understanding of the mind and
mental phenomena. He argues for a form of realism that acknowledges the interplay
between our cognitive capacities and the external world. The work bridges philosophy of
mind and metaphysical realism, offering a nuanced perspective on how we relate to
reality.
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