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Abstract
In this paper we aim to show an intrinsic contradiction of contemporary Metaphysical Realism by focusing on the relation between the subject and the object. Metaphysical Realism considers facts and objects as being empirical, and therefore they are considered in relation to the subject, while at the same time facts are assumed to belong to an autonomous and independent reality. However, if a real object is considered to be independent from the subject, once it enters in a relation with the latter, a real object must undergo an intrinsic transformation. However, since an object cannot avoid this transformation then recovering the real or “absolute” object from the perceived object is not possible. In this way, the inherent contradiction of the “absolute” as being determined, i.e., defined by virtue of a limit, is revealed.
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1.  Introduction
	
The subjects of reality and existence are strictly bound together. Investigating the ultimate reality of things can be expressed by a simple question: what things exist? Epistemological theories that attempt to identify those beliefs that can be assumed as true and justified rest on a firm ontological ground. Indeed, they often rely, implicitly or explicitly, on one or the other of the many versions in which the Correspondence Theory of Truth has been presented. In this view, a system of beliefs is true if it corresponds to the system of state of affairs that are expressed by such beliefs so that it becomes essential to determine which entities or class of entities can be said to actually exist.
Thus it is essential to start by discussing the concept of “existence”, for both a realist and an anti-realist conception cannot do without a theoretical perspective that clarifies the sense according to which existence and existents are used. This is the reason why we will start by making it explicit our point of view on this concept and we will make reference also to some philosophers who expressed a viewpoint not very far from ours.


2.  The concept of existence

 For Metaphysical Realism (MR) – at least in its “strong” version – “existents” represent an absolute reality (καθ’αὑτό, in se, in itself, an sich), i.e. they stand as an autonomous and self-sufficient reality. It is precisely for this reason that the latter is considered as objective. The crucial point on which we will argue in this article is the following one: if one wants to speak of a really absolute reality, the latter must be understood as totally unconditioned. This means that it must be thought of not only as independent from the mind of the subject but, more radically, from any other relation that binds it to any other reality: an absolute reality, i.e. unconditioned, because if it enters in a relation with another reality it is conditioned, thus ceasing to be absolute.  
When MR considers an absolute fact, does it mean this kind of absoluteness? It does not seem so to us. However the status of the problem that is so determined and which cannot be escaped is the following: if existents are any experienced entity, then the latter must be determined, but if so, it is put into a relation with that which determines it; if so, empirical existents cannot stand as a truly absolute reality. If instead one intends to truly preserve the absoluteness of this reality, then one must abandon the claim of determining it, for determining means differentiating, and thus, putting into a relation. It is commonly held that entities, from an ontological point of view, stand each in its own (i.e. independently of one another), however this is precisely what we are questioning: how is it possible that an entity be determined regardless of the relation with another entity?
 
More precisely: de-termining means de-limiting and this limit is endowed with two sides: one looking at what is being limited and the other at what is limiting. Thus undetermined existents are by no means existents. This is the reason why, in our opinion, existents can be neither unique nor autonomous, for what determines the identity of any existent (A) is precisely the difference (not-A), from which it must differ to be A. And differentiating is nothing else than being in a relation. Also, even those who intend to disregard these strictly theoretical considerations and want to maintain the entity, on the one hand, as determined and, on the other hand, as autonomous (a hypothesis that is inconceivable for us) cannot but recognise the necessity to go beyond a static and reductionist ontology, for the latter does not grasp the dynamic interaction of entities and their being open to their mutual influence, as instead is described by the systemic-relational model. Therefore, it seems difficult not to accept that the very scientific knowledge of reality amounts to a knowledge of the relations that occur either among phenomena (inter-phenomenal relations) or in the intrinsic structure of each one of them (intra-phenomenal relations), so that knowledge amounts to analysing these relations.
The issue discussed above touches the theme of reality at its foundation, in that it concerns the theme of the existence of the object. MR, as we will see in the remaining part of this article, considers the majority of natural objects as independent of their relation to the subject (in addition to being endowed with an autonomous existence, as we highlighted above, which does not acknowledge the constitutive value of the relation).  However we can ask the following question to those who maintain that the object is independent from its relation to the subject: if the object exists before being detected, how can I be certain that the detected object be the same as the object in itself? To be sure of this, one should be able to grasp the object “before” grasping it, for this would be the only way to compare the object in itself with the object for us. Without this preliminary detection, one can only hypothesise that the “in itself” (in se) underwent a process of transformation to become an object “for another” (per aliud)?[footnoteRef:1] In this case however the object would no longer be the same precisely because of the transformation that it suffered. We will come back to this, since it is a fundamental point.  [1:  One can see on this point what Putnam maintains by associating the Metaphysical realism perspective with the God’s Eye point of view. According to Putnam, adopting Metaphysical Realism would imply that we look at reality from the standpoint of God, which is unavailable to us: “On this perspective [i.e., the perspective maintained by metaphysical realism], the world consists of some fixed totality of mind-independent objects. There is exactly one true and complete description of ‘the way the world is’. Truth involves some sort of correspondence relation between words or thought-signs and external things and sets of things. I shall call this perspective the externalist perspective, because its favorite point of view is a God’s Eye point of view.” (Putnam, 1981, p. 49) And then he goes on by adding: “There is no God’s Eye point of view that we can know or usefully imagine; there are only the various points of view of actual persons reflecting various interests and purposes that their descriptions and theories subserve.” (Putnam 1981, p. 50). Putnam uses this argument to criticise Metaphysical Realism and to support his internal realism; we think that independently from the alternative metaphysical proposal, Metaphysical Realism is subject to this critique.] 

 The previous discussion allows us to affirm that the existence of an entity cannot stand regardless from its detection.  Indeed a further consequence of the discussion on the determined existence is that any existent belongs to a field (or system or class) of other existents: it is in this field that it shows its presence and for this reason it stands as an existent. In other words, the existent is such in that it is present as a fact in a certain universe (filed, system, class). If it is not present, then one can at most speak of possible or theoretical entities rather than existents. However, even so, it is clear that it must be present in a field: the universe of possible, theoretical beings and so on. We can now ask the following question: by whom or what is this presence detected? This question leads to a further question: can we refer to existence regardless of some form of detection? 
Now we think that, on the one hand, any existent comes from somethings contextualised, on the other hand, it amounts to a presence that is detected thanks to a system of detection. But we must stress this: ordinarily, one says that the system detects the presence of something precisely because this “something” is independent from detection. In this way one would legitimise the distinction between an epistemological and an ontological point of view. 
 Instead we think that this very distinction cannot but belong to the conception of reality that one maintains, so that the distinction between ontology and epistemology according to which it is the second that is grounded on the first, surreptitiously accepts the realist conception, before really legitimising it. Even though this discourse may be considered outdated, it is only moving from the fact of detection that one can hypothesise (infer) the existence of what has been detected as preceding detection itself, so that one cannot avoid the following alternative:  aut we abide by the order of facts, considered as “positive” by some, but then the first fact (the reality of the presence) is the detection of presence so that each existent must be considered as a subordinate fact and ontology must result not as the outcome of a direct grasp of entities, but as that which one can infer starting from the detection of entities;  aut one wants to consider existents as preceding their detection, but then one must be able to refer to existents before detecting them, i.e. before one knows them. 
This leads to the following conclusion: existents involve a triple order of relations. The first order is represented by those relations that tie it to any other entity and that allow determining it as “that existent”, which differs from any other entity. This order necessarily includes the existent in a field or system of existents, such that the existent is a presence within a system of other present entities. The second order of relations is intrinsic to any entity, in the sense that binds it to its ever more elementary components that are never truly atomic (indivisible), i.e. that is not further analysable. The third order binds the presence of an entity to its detection: without detection one could not be aware of the presence of an entity, so that one could not even speak of it. 
Now Metaphysical Realism considers existents as if they could stand independently of (or outside)  any relation and for this reason some have referred to its “absolute” value. On the contrary, we believe that there is no determination that could do without a relation and this imposes to any existent some sort of “relativity”. We think that this conception is not far from that which both Carnap and Quine have maintained by subordinating the concept of existence to that of the “System of Reference”, in the sense that existents are defined in relation to a framework within which they appear or are expressed.  
More precisely, Carnap writes: “If someone wishes to speak in his language about a new kind of entities, he has to introduce a system of new ways of speaking, subject to new rules; we shall call this procedure the construction of a linguistic framework for the new entities in question” (Carnap 1956, p. 206). In fact, this linguistic framework allows him to distinguish “two kinds of questions of existence: first, questions of the existence of certain entities of the new kind within the framework; we call them internal questions; and second, questions concerning the existence or reality of the system of entities as a whole, called external questions” (Carnap 1956, ibid.).  
Quine fears that Carnap’s distinction might reduce ontological questions to empirical or linguistic questions as he maintains that very often scientific advancements are determined by a semantic change and: “what was once regarded as a theory about the world becomes reconstrued as a convention of language” (Quine 1966, p. 70). In other words, Quine thinks that often one experiences a change from questions that are internal to a conceptual scheme to questions that are external to it, i.e., “semantic ascent”, as one moves from a discourse on objects postulated by a theory to a discourse concerning the theory itself.
However, the question on what exists in the physical world remains open. If everything depends in different degrees on the way in which we construct our linguistic framework, then ontology would only have a transitory value and it would be bound to follow scientific developments. Indeed, as Quine states: “what makes sense to say is not what the objects of a theory are, absolutely speaking, but how one theory of objects is interpretable or reinterpretable in another” (Quine 1969, p. 50).   
Unlike most naturalists, Quine acknowledges that it does not make sense to talk about entities of a theory regardless of another theory according to which entities can be interpreted. He holds that absolute ontological questions are intrinsically circular as there will always be a background theory that one must rely on in order to legitimate the linguistic terms employed to define the objects of a theory. In this regressus ad infinitum Quine suggests that we should stop only when we have found the ultimate theory of the world, the one that coincides with the language we have learned to speak (see Quine 1969, pp. 67-68). It is, in fact, only within this theory that our referential practice and our ontological commitments have first arisen. 
The existence of entities requires a system of reference within which the presence of an entity can be detected. Existence and presence within a system are intrinsically bound. Based on this, one can therefore define “minimal existence” as the presence within at least one reference system. The platonic argument that denies the existence of x, while positing the existence of x, is criticized by Quine as not focusing on the theoretical value of negation but he does not thematise explicitly the concept of negation and therefore does not grasp that the existence of what is denied is the very condition that allows the negation to be posited.
The realism/anti-realism debate is, in our view, a debate on the independent existence of things. Metaphysical Realism maintains that things exist in se and that, by virtue of their independence, they can also be grasped. Anti-realists raise doubts regarding the independent existence of things from a system of reference and deny that things are knowable in their independent being, i.e., in their in se. By focusing on the role of independent existence, we aim to show some contradictory aspects of contemporary metaphysical realism.


3.  Some remarks on the theoretic background of the contemporary debate or realism

As anticipated in the previous section, both Carnap and Quine use the “jargon of relativity” and acknowledge that the given, i.e., the “determined presence” or the “what there is”, is not “immediately given”[footnoteRef:2], since it can posit itself only by virtue of a mediation operated by a system of reference. This latter could be better defined – with reference to empirical experience – as a “system of detection”. One could say that according to Carnap and Quine referring to the experience means referring the experience to one’s detection system. [2:  Sellars himself notices that science itself to be totally legitimised would need a ground that could be immediately given. However this ground is one of the forms in which the Myth of the Given has found its expression, because it is something that it is never achieved:  “One of the forms taken by the Myth of the Given is the idea that there is, indeed must be, a structure of particular matter of fact such that (a) each fact can not only be non-inferentially known to be the case, but presupposes no other knowledge either of particular matter of fact, or of general truths; and (b) such that the noninferential knowledge of facts belonging to this structure constitutes the ultimate court of appeal for all factual claims – particular and general – about the world.” (Sellars, Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, in Science, perception and reality, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, p. 164).] 

Until the first decades of the 20th Century, Idealism was the intellectual climate of Western philosophy as it was popular among idealists, spiritualists, rationalists, neo-criticists and even action-theorists as these schools believed that objects were determined by the subject. Realism never disappeared from the philosophical scene as it would soon re-emerge in such schools as instrumentalism, logical empiricism, existentialism, phenomenology and naturalism since nature, for realists, is the fundamental reality to which men belong.
Metaphysical Realism can be regarded, in its more recent expressions, on the one hand, as a reaction to forms of relativism that have characterized most of the analytic and post-analytic philosophy, and on the other hand, as a reaction to the various criticisms to induction of philosophers like Popper and Goodman. The decline of the centrality of observation was a direct consequence of those criticisms, and observation came to be regarded, according to Hanson’s definition, as theory laden.  In this way, it has been stressed that it is not through observation that the subject is able to attain the truly objective reality. Therefore, in order to understand today’s Metaphysical Realism, one might think it pertinent to sketch out the theoretical background of such new forms of relativism.
In analytic philosophy, the impossibility of assuming “the given” as immediately given has been discussed by many authors and in particular Rorty, in commenting Sellars’s argument, points out: 
So we cannot do what some logical positivists hoped to do: analyse epistemic facts […]. In particular, we cannot perform such an analysis by discovering the “foundation” of empirical knowledge in the objects of “direct acquaintance,” objects which are “immediately before the mind. […] Whereas Quine’s “Two Dogmas” had helped destroy the rationalist form of foundationalism by attacking the distinction between analytic and synthetic truths, “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind” helped destroy the empiricist form of foundationalism by attacking the distinction between what is “given to the mind” and what is “added by the mind.” Sellars’s attack on the Myth of the Given was a decisive move in turning analytic philosophy away from the foundationalism motives of the logical empiricists (Rorty in Sellars 1997, pp. 4-5). 
 Following Sellars, Davidson argues against the concept of “meaning stimulus” that is essential to Quine’s linguistic definition of “observational proposition”. In the process, Davidson denies the Quinean distinction between a peripheral sense experience and a central system of language. Davidson identifies a point of intersection between the subject and the world, and thinks that it could be found only by rescuing the concept of truth. As he writes: 
In this paper I defend a version of the correspondence theory. I think truth can be explained by appeal to a relation between language and the world, and the analysis of the relation yields insights into how, by uttering sentences, we sometimes manage to say what is true. The semantic conception of truth, at first systematically expounded by Tarski, will play a crucial role in the defence (Davidson 1984, p. 37-38).
What Davidson means is that a good theory of truth is a version of the correspondence theory of truth that instead of trying to link propositions to facts, as already suggested in Tarski’s semantics, is concerned with linking propositions to their own truth conditions. For Davidson the former endeavour is problematic because separating facts from propositions referring to them is difficult.
However, the problem of identifying a fact that is purely independent, i.e., as being in itself (in se), still remains open. In fact it is only this purely independent fact that can count as an authentic knowledge foundation. However the question that should be asked is if common experience facts are independent from the subject or if instead, to the extent that they are grasped and determined, they come to be inevitably modelled by the system of reference that detects them.
This subject has been thoroughly debated by the most important philosophers of the last century. In fact, at the beginning of the 20th Century, Duhem (1906-1914) tried to answer the question on what it is that scientists observe in their research laboratories as the idea of observation as being theory-laden was gaining ground in epistemological debates. Indeed, if one cannot directly access data independently from our theoretical framework, both the possibility of judging the status of theories, and that of distinguishing theoretical data from observational ones, would actually go amiss. In fact, the so-called “under-determination” of theories problem expresses the idea that the same set of empirical observations may allow for multiple theories that can account for them.
Moreover, without an observation that is independent from a theoretical system of reference, the semantic question of the references, i.e., the difficulty to determine definitively that which sentences refer to , would go unanswered leading to a severe form of epistemological indeterminacy.
The notion of “theory-ladenness” became quite popular in the ‘60s (e.g., Hanson, 1958; Polanyi, 1958; Feyerabend, 1962; and Kuhn, 1962). But it was Kant, almost two centuries earlier, who argued that “reason has insight only into what itself produces according to its own design” (Kant 1781-1787, p. B xiii; 1997, p. 106) while Wittgenstein later maintained that theory and perception are so strictly entwined that  things are not only perceived but also interpreted (see Wittgenstein 1953, pp. 255 and ss.). We can also remind the debate that involved the neo-positivists such as Carnap who supported a revival of the observational/theoretical distinction vs. philosophers of science such as Popper who argued against the centrality and the autonomy of observation.
Similar “relativistic” or “perspectivist” views can also be found in the works of many important scholars writing in the second half of the last century: they range from Rescher, who maintains that 
it would be quite senseless to say “I want to know how the room looks, looks actually and objectively, not just from this or that perspective but really ‘in itself’.” To say this would be nonsense because the looks of a room can only be presented perspectivally (Rescher 1973, p. 117),
 to Goodman who adds 
If I ask about the world, you can offer to tell me how it is under one or more frames of reference; but if I insist that you tell me how it is apart from all frames, what can you say? We are confined to ways of describing whatever is described. Our universe, so to speak, consists of these ways rather than of a world or of worlds (Goodman 1978, pp. 2-3).
But also a metaphysical realist as Agazzi, analysing the notion of a scientific object, clearly states: 
Thus we should say that an object of a given science contains only (and all) the aspects of a ‘thing’ which may be characterised by the basic predicates of that science. In this sense (i.e., from a purely linguistic point of view) a scientific object is nothing other than a bunch of predicates (Agazzi, 2014, 89-90, italics are in the original text),
and in a recent article in which Agazzi sees some varieties of “perspectivism” as compatible with his metaphysical realism he affirms:
A more intuitive way of expressing this conception is to say that every science ‘clips out’ of the wide world of things those to which its particular ‘point of view’ applies. Each one of these clippings constitutes at the same time the domain of reference and the domain of discourse of the science in question. An immediate corollary is that no single thing can be considered as ‘the object’ of a particular science but that each thing can be the object of several sciences, depending on the different points of view under which it can be considered (Agazzi, 2016, p. 361, italics are in the original text).
Agazzi here is distinguishing between the notion of object, i.e. a structured set of properties, which is what sciences are studying (the “domain of reference”), from that of a thing, which is the referent. We will return later to this distinction as it is very important within our discourse.
It seems then that the system that one uses to describe the world cannot be considered as “some kind of absolute ‘conceptual scheme of nature’ ” (Tuomela 1988, p. 186) or, as Fay argues, “There is no ‘One Best Map’ of a particular terrain [….] in mapmaking there is no sense that the terrain is already mapped” (Fay 1990, p. 37).
It is worth remembering that Goodman and Putnam’s doctrine of “equivalent descriptions” states, contrary to Carnap, that “there are many ways of using words, some better and some worse and some equally good but simply different, but none which is the universe’s own way” (Putnam 1991, p. 422). Indeed, any aspect of the physical, psychic, and social world can be re-construed in different ways depending on the different systems of description one might want to resort to. One might assume that psychical objects are simple and basic, and that, physical objects are instead complex, in that, they are composed by simple and basic psychical objects, or vice versa. However, even the doctrine of equivalent, but incompatible descriptions (from the point of view of truth) cannot be accepted by Metaphysical Realism.  
In conclusion, before we proceed to examine the objections of metaphysical realists to some of the varieties of the relativistic argument, which we briefly presented, we would like to consider succinctly Mc Dowell’s “minimal empiricism” definition that has had some influence on the contemporary debate. Following Sellars and Davidson, he speculates on the notion of experience whose structure is, in his view, intrinsically relational. This thesis of McDowell, in fact, can be considered as an introduction to the criticisms that we are going to address to contemporary Metaphysical Realism. They will be grounded on the premise that it is indeed impossible to consider the empirical object regardless of its relationship with the subject who is experiencing it. McDowell’s project, as indicated in Mind and World, actually consists in grasping the sense of the following sentence: “To make sense of the idea of a mental state’s or episode’s being directed towards the world in the way which, say, a belief or judgement is” (McDowell 1996, pp. xi). Therefore, he defines “minimal empiricism” as follows: 
That is what I mean “a minimal empiricism”: the idea that experience must constitute a tribunal, mediating the way our thinking is answerable to how things are, as it must be if we are to make sense of it as thinking at all (McDowell 1996, pp. xii).
McDowell’s goal is that of reconciling the spontaneity of thought with the receptiveness of experience, in such a way that they are not two terms extrinsically related to each other but, instead, two terms that exist only to the extent that they refer to each other in a structural way, i.e. intrinsically.
What is really important to understand here is the role played by thought as a spontaneous activity that, nonetheless, is strictly bound to something that is external to it: 
What we wanted was a reassurance that when we use our concepts in judgements, our freedom – our spontaneity in the exercise of our understanding – is constrained from outside thought, and constrained in a way that we can appeal to in displaying the judgements as justified […] There must be a role for receptivity as well as spontaneity, for sensitivity as well as understanding […] [and] receptivity does not make an even notionally separable contribution to the cooperation. The relevant conceptual capacities are drawn on in receptivity […]. It is not that they are exercised on an extra-conceptual deliverance of receptivity (McDowell 1996, pp. 8-9).
That is indeed a crucial point: between concepts and facts there is no distance to be filled, but rather: “the conceptual contents that are most basic in this sense are already assessed by impressions themselves, impingements by the world on our sensibility” (McDowell 1996, p.9). Whenever experience is built, “[experiences] already have a conceptual content” (McDowell, p.10) and, conversely, we can build our representation of the world without omitting “the external constraint that is required if exercises of our conceptual capacities are to be recognizable as bearing on the world at all” (McDowell 1996, p.10). 
This mutual belonging of thought and sensation thus represents, for McDowell, the solution to the problem, whereas for Metaphysical Realism it is only upon the ground of the “given”, regarded as objective, that the edifice of knowledge can be built.
Which position must be accepted? Now, we are indeed facing a dilemma: on the one hand, it is undeniable that only something objective can serve as authentic foundation, because the ground of knowledge cannot be produced by knowledge itself; on the other, it is equally undeniable that since the objective is such because it is in se (i.e., absolutely independent), the authentic foundation can never be attained nor determined. In fact, if it is determined it is eo ipso inserted within a relation, and is no longer in se. How to overcome this difficulty? The argument that we develop next will be devoted exactly to answering this question.      


4. A brief survey of the theoretical foundations of contemporary Metaphysical Realism

In this section we present some views of the metaphysical realist authors who despite their different philosophical approaches converge in supporting the mind-independent character of reality. 
G.E Moore is arguably among the most important metaphysical realists in modern philosophy. His thought is very important for the present discussion having reflected on the concept of relation, i.e., the epistemic relation between the mind and its objects.
According to British Idealism, and in particular Bradley, relations must be thought as an intrinsic and an integral constituent of the given. Moore and Russell, instead, thought relations as extrinsic and as being placed between data (they are therefore totally external to physical objects). In his work “The Refutation of Idealism”, Moore maintains that the epistemological relation is external because it does not affect the nature of the entities that are known and, therefore, does not make them “different” from what they would be regardless of that relation (see Moore 1922). Based on this premise, in direct opposition to Berkeley’s esse est percipi, he can build his realism and argue that the world is exactly as common sense imagines it to be. Moore in rejecting Bradley’s distinction between “appearance” and “reality” affirms that “being” (“existence”) is a simple concept, one which cannot be defined: it can only be expressed by synonymous words (see Moore 1922, pp. 73-74). This is, indeed, the main tenet of the realist thesis.
In Moore’s perspective, the question is: what can show the existence of physical objects, that is the existence of an external world? The answer that he provides is based upon the eighteenth century Scottish doctrine of common sense and namely on the works of Thomas Reid and this is developed in two fundamental works: “A Defense of Common Sense” (1925) and “Proof of an External World” (1939). The gist of Moore’s argument can be summarized as follows: one need not prove the existence of external objects, because they constitute the most immediate evidence. According to Moore, common sense itself, in fact, provides the ground on which this form of intuitive and immediate knowledge can rest upon.  Thus Moore considers such intuition as the ultimate foundation for the proof of the existence of an external world. 
This is not surprising. In fact, it is precisely intuition that constitutes the ground upon which are based both common sense realism and realism that is at the basis of science. Few scientists would find it meaningful to question the existence of the world before the existence of man or to ask if the world would disappear along with the disappearance of man. The Principle of Physical reality (or “Realistic” Hypothesis) as restated by Lewis and Schlick maintains that “If all minds should disappear from the universe, the stars would still go on in their courses” (Lewis 1933, p. 143)[footnoteRef:3], and this principle would hardly be questioned by any scientist.   [3:  See also Schlick, who commenting on Lewis’ “realistic” hypothesis, adds: “we must admit the impossibility of verifying it, but the impossibility is merely empirical” (Schlick 1936, p. 367).] 

The central role played by intuition is stressed also by those who adopt the concept of “possible worlds” as Kripke who, in Semantics of Natural Language, writes: 
If someone thinks that the notion of a necessary or contingent property […] is a philosopher’s notion with no intuitive content, he is wrong. Of course, some philosophers think that something’s having intuitive content is very inconclusive evidence in favour of it. I think it is very heavy evidence in favour of anything, myself. I really don’t know, in a way, what more conclusive evidence one can have about anything, ultimately speaking (Kripke 1980, pp. 41-42). 
According to us, this confirms that the very notion of “possible worlds” is ultimately grounded upon the ordinary notion of “world”, given that “a possible world is given by the descriptive conditions we associate with it” (Kripke 1980, p. 44), so that some form of Metaphysical Realism is in some sense assumed, even if under the assumption of “another” world.  This passage from D. Lewis seems to confirm this interpretation: 
I believe that there are possible worlds other than the one we happen to inhabit. If an argument is wanted, it is this. It is uncontroversially true that things might be otherwise than they are. I believe, and so do you, that things could have been different in countless ways. But what does this mean? Ordinary language permits the paraphrase: there are many ways things could have been besides the way they actually are (Lewis D. 1973, p. 84).
Our point thus is that Modal Realism cannot but imply a reference to the objective state of affairs, that represents the world as it actually is: the possible world implies the actual world. Therefore Modal Realism, at least from a conceptual point of view, is related to Metaphysical Realism. Indeed, the very notion of counterfactual conditionals would be meaningless without the assumption that there is a way in which the world is (i.e. there is an actual world or an objective state of affairs). 
The crucial problem is whether when one refers to the existence of entities and facts in a certain domain, one is actually referring to empirical states or, instead, one is referring to reality itself, which is understood as the ultimate reality in se. As we will show below, if we acknowledge that the world we are referring to is an empirical reality, we cannot think of this reality as independent from the subject, because experience necessarily entails a relation between the one who experiences and what is experienced, and cannot be assumed as an objective reality in a strict sense, i.e., as a reality in se and per se. If, on the contrary, we want to refer to a truly objective reality, then it must be understood as being beyond the empirical reality, because the latter is intrinsically relational.  
Hence, the existence of a world that is independent from the subject and his mind is thus the fundamental assumption of Metaphysical Realism, which recovers the main tenet of both common sense realism and the empirical experimental sciences. By assuming the independent existence of facts, they admit not only that objects and properties exist independently, but also that objects are characterized in se by properties. Thus the world, independently from the knowledge relation to the subject, would have its own specific form, in other words there should be a way of existing of the world which is independent of one’s knowledge of it (see Luntley 1989).
The aim of metaphysical realist philosophers is to criticise the conception that binds reality to a system of reference that detects it. As Stroud bluntly puts it: 
the world around us that we claim to know about exists and is the way it is quite independently of its being known or believed by us to be that way. It is an objective world (Stroud 1984, p. 77). 
And Searle reaffirms the independence of an external world: 
Well, now look the objects around you, the chairs and tables, houses and trees. These objects are not in any sense “subjective”. They exist entirely independent on whether or not they are experienced. […] There are two distinctions I want you to be clear about at the very beginning [….]. The first is between the features of the world which are observer independent and those that are observer dependent or observer relative. […] In general the natural sciences deal with the observer-independent phenomena while the social sciences with those that are observer dependent (Searle 2004, pp. 3-6).
Searle, in fact, maintains not only that there are entities that exist independently from the subject but he also argues for the existence of properties belonging to those entities. In other words, there would be, according to Searle, properties of the world that exist independently from the subject and natural sciences are precisely concerned with those phenomena, which are independent from the subject, and their properties.
Brock and Mares, in Realism and Anti-Realism (2007), introduce an interesting distinction in two axes by mapping in a Cartesian space the various theories characterising the contemporary debate on realism and antirealism. The first axis is that of the existence and of non-existence (of entities and facts in a certain domain) and the second is that of mind-dependence and mind-independence (of entities and facts in a certain domain). This classification allows them to define a realist as someone who agrees that: 
Realism about a particular domain is the conjunction of the following two theses: (i) there are entities and facts distinctive of that domain and (ii) their existence and nature is in some important sense, objective and mind-independent (Brock and Mares 2007, p. 2). 
By dividing the space in quadrants, then they can represent the debate between the various rival theories, by better highlighting the claim of realists, and more specifically their mind independence thesis.   
  Alston argues in favour of a more moderate (“reasonable”) form of realism. This reasonable realism supports the mind-independence of entities, but not of all of them: 
The species of metaphysical realism I will treat here is a denial of the view that whatever there is, is constituted, at least in part, by our cognitive relation thereto, by the ways we conceptualized or construe it, by the language we use to talk about it or the theoretical scheme we use to think of it (Alston 2001, p. 19). 
For example, on one hand he classifies propositions among those entities that are not absolutely mind-independent: 
Let’s say that propositions enjoy a particular nature not absolutely, but relative to a certain theoretical-conceptual scheme (Alston 2001, p. 19).
On the other hand, he classifies those entities that are absolutely mind-independent and that, for this reason, are considered as “more real” than the previous ones: 
To be sure, as a realist I do consider things that exist absolutely and facts that obtain absolutely, not relative to some optional mode of conception or theorizing, to be more real, to have a higher mode of reality that what exists or obtains relative to one or several equally viable theoretical-conceptual schemes (Alston 2001, p. 22).
We could also mention Psillos’s characterization of the metaphysical thesis of realism: “The world has a definite and mind-independent structure” (Psillos 2005, p. 385).
	Finally, Agazzi provides a very clear characterisation of the realist and anti-realist points of view stating:
According to this choice, the realist position consists in advocating at least one of the following claims: (a) science attempts to represent a reality independent of science itself, and is committed to measuring itself on the basis of its success or failure in doing so; (b) what science states is an adequate representation of this reality ‘as it is’. Any anti-realist position challenges at least one of these claims (Agazzi 2014, p.363).	
The concept of reality is thus tied to that of independence: the authentic reality, i.e., reality in se, is the one that is absolutely mind-independent. This is the crucial point we will be reflecting on. Absolute mind-independence delineates a “strong” Metaphysical Realism, which is what we are going to discuss next.


5.  The existence of “absolute facts” as a key argument of Metaphysical Realism

The above-mentioned principle of physical reality as presented by Lewis and Schlick, stating the existence of the physical world independently from the subject, represents one of the pillars the empirical and experimental science rests upon. It is analogous to a recent argument recently put forward by Boghossian (2006): the “dinosaurs’ argument”. Boghossian claims that his argument represents a refutation of global relativism and he writes:
The global relativist maintains that there could be no facts of the form “There have been dinosaurs” but only facts of the form “According to a theory that we accept, there have been dinosaurs”. Well and good. But are we now supposed to think that there absolute facts of this latter form, facts about which theories we accept? There are three problems for the relativist who answers “yes” to this question. First, and most decisively, would be abandoning any hope of expressing the view he wanted to express, namely that there are no absolute facts of any kind, but only relative facts. Instead, he would end up expressing the view that the only absolute facts there are, are facts about what theories different communities accept. […] And this would no longer be a global relativism. Second, this would be a very peculiar view in its own right, for it’s hard to believe that there is a difficulty about facts concerning mountains, giraffes but none concerning what beliefs people have [….]. Finally, the relativist is not driven to his position by the peculiar thought that facts about the mental are in better shape than facts about the physical […] His initial thought, rather, is that there is something incoherent about the very possibility of an absolute fact, whether it concerns the physical facts or mental facts or normative facts. […] But what would it mean to answer “no”? […] So, thought must be that the only facts there are, are of the form: “According to a theory that we accept, there is a theory that we accept and according this latter theory, there have been dinosaurs.” And, now, of course, the dialectic repeats itself. […] The upshot is that the fact-relativist is committed to the view that the only facts there are, are infinitary facts of the form: “According to a theory that we accept there is a theory that we accept and according this latter theory there is a theory that we accept …and there have been dinosaurs.” […] The real dilemma facing the global relativist is this: either the formulation he offers us does not succeed in expressing the view that there are only relative facts or it consists in the claim that we should so reinterpret our utterances that they express infinitary propositions that we can neither express nor understand (Boghossian 2006, p. 54-56) 
This argument (that we have chosen to quote in its integrity) is arguably the most accurate attempt to provide a theoretical foundation for Metaphysical Realism in contemporary philosophy. The first noteworthy aspect is that it introduces “absolute facts”. Now we ask why the adjective “absolute” is added to the noun “facts.” Alston – as we saw at the end of previous section – brilliantly provides the answer: a fact is absolutely mind-independent and therefore fully objective. A fact is absolute – the Latin word ab-solutum actually means “loose”, free from constraints – because it is free from the constraints of the relations with the subject. It is on the ground of its absoluteness then, that it can be posited as the foundation of the edifice of knowledge and counts as the reality in se. Previously Boghossian had, in fact, written: 
Well, ordinarily, we think that on a  factual question like the one about American prehistory, there is a way things are that is independent of us and of and our beliefs – an objective fact of the matter, as we may put it, as to where first Americans originated (Boghossian 2006, p. 3).
We think that the absoluteness, or objectivity, of a fact must be carefully investigated. First, we observe that the term “absolute” cannot be used in the plural. If this word has a meaning then we can only have the absolute as such but not “absolute facts”, exactly because the “absolute” by definition is out of (i.e. free from) any relation. When we refer to “absolute facts” we must acknowledge that any single fact is actually limiting any other fact in that it enters in a relation with all of them. This contradicts the very concept of the term “absolute” (ab-solutum), i.e., “non-relational”. Thus when one speaks of “reality in se” one gets the following consequence: aut one  means “absolute reality”, which cannot be determined since “to determine” actually means to refer something to something else (nor can one refer to the plural “absolute realities”), aut one is referring to facts that as such are by definition always determined and, thus, not absolute. 
For the same reason, when one refers to the “objectivity” of the fact, either we intend it in a strong sense, but then we cannot speak of “facts” in the plural, or we intend it a weak sense[footnoteRef:4], i.e., not as if they were absolutely independent from the subject, but only relatively independent from it. If the latter, they would only be “empirical facts”, not absolute facts. Here it is crucial to stress that facts are characterised by a twofold type of relations: horizontal and vertical relations. Horizontal relations bind facts to each other and are essential because they allow each fact to acquire its own identity by differentiating itself from other facts. A fact that is “unique” could not be characterised as a “fact”, for the very reason that it could not be determined by referring it to other facts. Indeed in determining (or de-limiting) a fact, the limit, i.e., the relation, represents the condition of possibility of each fact because it allows determining a fact by distinguishing it from other facts. Vertical relations, instead, bind facts to the frame or field where they occur. Being related to the field implies a further relation, that which binds the field to the condition that constitutes it. This condition is the system of reference that constitutes the field by detecting the objects that are present in it. Since this detection is ultimately made by a subject, we can only speak of facts by referring to a subject. This is the reason why those who argue in favour of the objectivity of a fact do not realise that this is a determination by a subject, who subjectively affirms the alleged objectivity of the fact.  [4:  In his analysis of the concept of objectivity, Agazzi (2016, p. 357-360) clearly distinguishes between objectivity in a weak sense interpreted as intersubjectivity (i.e., the agreement in the use of a notion by a certain scientific community), and objectivity in a strong sense as a description of what is “inherent in the object” or independent of the subject. However Agazzi (2016, p. 359-60) also claims that “operations”, as defined in different scientific practices and belonging to the praxis of different sciences, can “break the circle of subjectivity”. We agree on the crucial distinction between the intersubjective character of the scientific activity and its intentional direction to a ground, but according to us it is precisely the latter that can never be grasped, and operations precisely for their “practical” nature are artefacts that can never transform their subjective status in a bridge to attain the ground (i.e., the objectivity in its strong sense).] 

A fact, thus, is part of a web of relations and to refer to its “absoluteness” (or “objectivity”) is problematic. In our view, it is important to stress that Boghossian’s reference to “absolute facts” expresses the undeniable need for foundation, which induces to assume the fact as a precondition for experience and thus for knowledge. It is not by chance that the absolute fact, which is never questioned in the dinosaurs’ argument, is the very existence of the dinosaurs. This existence is considered, indeed, as an “absolute fact”, the reality in se, so that even if theories or propositions that express it may vary, such a fact represents the unique corner stone, which can never be questioned, otherwise the entire argument would fall.  
On the other hand, in Agazzi’s interpretation of metaphysical realism, that which is mind-independent is the “thing”, whereas the “object” is a structured set of properties and is relative to the specific perspective of the discipline that is targeting the “thing”. However when faced with the problem of different successive theory attributing different properties to some “things” (i.e., the refutation of a theory by another theory), Agazzi correctly states: 
do we really believe that Ptolemaic astronomy is still true, that the corpuscular theory of light was not disproved by experimental results on the velocity of light, that Newtonian mechanics was not disproved by relativistic and quantum mechanics, and so on? Our answer is that these theories have been disproved to the extent that they are believed to speak about ‘things’; but they are still true if they are correctly judged on the basis of what they say about their ‘objects’ (Agazzi 2014, p. 404).
But this conclusion is implicitly acknowledging that the operational criteria or praxis of the scientist is creating its own “objects”. What remains to be shown by metaphysical realists is that there are entities such as “things” which do not rely on the theories that are referring to them. 
Indeed Metaphysical Realism starts from the assumption of a reality in se, absolutely objective, because absolutely independent from any subjective point of view (or more generally from any system of reference). The problem however is how such a reality could be in se and at the same time be detected. The metaphysical realist turns the question upside-down and maintains that we can only detect something because there is a reality in se: first there is a reality in se, and, only by virtue of its mind independent existence, this reality can also be detected.  
Nonetheless, in our opinion, if we want to move from “the fact”, we must at least acknowledge that the fundamental fact one is starting from is the detection of something: only once we have detected something we can speculate (i.e. hypothesise) on its existence prior to or independent from its detection. On this ground, we can now ask: does objective reality (or reality in se) remain exactly the same once it appears to something (or someone) that is other than itself? If the answer is affirmative, as metaphysical realists maintain, then they must justify the use of the expression “in se” that, as we have already seen, means absolutely free from any relation. If, after being detected by a system of reference, this reality remains the same, and appears as a fact, then either reality in se can be totally reduced to the reality that is brought to light but then, eo ipso, it is no longer in se (kata physin), or it must undergo an intrinsic transformation: reality in se must turn into a reality for us (quoad nos, pros hemas). However if the latter, the problem still persists. In fact, this introduces a new relation, that between the reality in se and the reality for us, with the result that reality in se is, once again, bound to further relation that denies its being in se.
It is exactly for this reason that Kant introduced the notion of noumenon to define the reality in se: it is a requisite for knowledge since the phenomenon is not completely dependent on the subject, and actually, it manifests some independence. However, this is by no means an absolute independence, but only a relative one. The phenomenon is partly dependent on and partly independent from the subject. Alternatively, one could also say that the phenomenon is both relatively dependent on and relatively independent from the subject. While the bond to the subject accounts for its relative dependence, the bond to the noumenon, i.e., the objective reality, accounts for its relative independence.  
However, since reality is objective only by virtue of its absolute independence, it can by no means be determined. If, in fact, it were determined, it would then turn into a mere element within the collection of phenomena and, thus, it would lose the very attribute that makes it objective. Therefore, the reality that can be detected is the phenomenal one, which means that it is objectified (i.e., objects of our common experience which are detected by our system of reference), not objective (in se). Thus conflating and confusing “objective” and “objectified” reality is the risk incurred by those who profess Metaphysical Realism. In fact only objective reality can provide an authentic foundation, however whenever metaphysical realists pretend to determine this objective reality, they inevitably end up assimilating the latter to the objectified reality, and it cannot count any longer as an authentic foundation. Indeed the authentic foundation can never be reduced to a determinate and objectified presence.


6.  The foundational need and the intrinsically relational nature of experience

What has been discussed thus far amounts to this: the crucial point concerns the interpretation of facts and entities. This is linked to what we said in the Introduction: how is to be understood the concept of “existence”? As we have anticipated in the two previous paragraphs, this question is then further specified as the following: when we speak of “something existing”, do we refer to something that belongs to the universe of experience, or do we refer to a reality that being absolutely independent from the subject must be considered as the objective reality (in se)? 
Those entities that belong to the experience are characterized by their intrinsically relational structure and this is due both to their totally determined nature (horizontal relations), according to which each entity is identical to itself by virtue of its distinction from each other and to their being referred to the subject of the experience (vertical relation).
Thus experience can be described as a set of events that are organized, as it were, in a relational web so that to know, even scientifically, the empirical reality means identifying and computing the links that connect the different events or, in other words, to unravel the weaving (textus) by following a leading-thread. The fact that the word “object” is used is not coincidental: indeed the word  “object” – as the Latin etymology of ob-iectum also shows – means literally something that is thrown opposite to the subject, i.e., which consists in its being intrinsically related to the latter. On the other hand, the subject is defined – as shown  again also by the Latin etymology of the term sub-iectum – for  its being “thrown under” the object, because it represents the ground of the object itself, at least in the sense that without a subject no object would exist. In fact, that scientific objectivity be contextual is recognised by realists as Agazzi as the title of his book states (Agazzi, 2014).
Thus, there is an intrinsic correlation between the subject and the object, and this implies that they cannot be considered as absolute. They must be understood via both their relative independence and their relative dependence. We can refer to their independence in that the subject does by no means coincide with the object and vice-versa. This independence, however, is only relative, because if it were absolute, the subject and the object would not imply each other, but they would stay as autonomous and self-sufficient, without being able to really be so. Conversely, their reciprocal dependence is also relative, since, if it were absolute, the two terms would, then, be immediately absolutely interchangeable and thus they could not be determined as such (subject and object), and a fortiori their relation would disappear. One therefore deduces from this that also their dependence must be understood as relative.
The disjunctive moment of the relation, that is their relative independence, can be referred to as the sensitive aspect of experience. On the other hand, the conjunctive moment of the relation, that is their relative dependence can be referred to as the conceptual aspect of experience. Sensitive experience is in fact characterised by the otherness of the one who makes an experience and that which is experienced, and the former takes the latter as if it were an autonomous and independent entity that could only be experienced by virtue of its pre-existence to the act of experiencing it. The object is sensed as if it were other than the subject. Such an otherness, though, is just a mere modality of the relation that inseparably binds the object to the subject. 
Precisely for the reason that this otherness (difference) is only a modality of the relation, the relative dependence of subject and object clearly emerges and this represents the conceptual side of the relation. The object is sensed thanks to the different ways in which the subject is related to the object and the relational structure of the world is but its rational structure, which natural sciences investigate and measure.
If one chooses to endorse the sensitive aspect of the relation, one then should represent entities as independent from each other as if they were located in different spaces (or in the same space but in different times). If, on the contrary, one endorses the conceptual aspect of the relation, then entities would be represented as intrinsically bound to each other, and the universe of experience would be regarded as intelligible thanks to the laws which express, via formulas, relational constants among entities. Since empirical reality is thought to be represented via formulas and equations some philosophers, as Rockmore (2004) have identified realism and idealism. However one must remember that the reality that is under investigation (and is expressed in formulas) is merely empirical, that is only relatively independent from the subject, not the objective reality, which being absolutely independent, cannot be determined (i.e., expressed).  
We can add that the relations that have been found among things and within things themselves spring from a fundamental relation: that of the subject with the object. It is on such a relation, consisting precisely in identifying and untying the relational bonds (i.e., analysing), that the whole edifice of knowing rests upon. A theory indeed is nothing but a description of relations among a certain kind of entities, which constitute a system.
The object that can be determined, being part of the system of experience, cannot count as a ground of such a system, and thus cannot be assumed as objective. We are now back to the subject of the ground, which now needs to be reconsidered in order to be better clarified. If Metaphysical Realism and science, which essentially rely on common sense, assume the object of common experience as the ground, because they consider the object as autonomous and self-sufficient, our argument has shown that the “given” of our experience cannot be identified with the authentic reality, because it is determined, i.e., it is within the relation and not beyond it. 
Thus in our perspective, a ground is always required but can never be grasped nor determined. In this sense, the ground preserves its unitary function which does not pertain to the composed, which is synthetic by nature, i.e. structured by virtue of the relation. The limit of intelligibility of the relation has been widely evidenced by Bradley, when he stated:   
A relation standing alongside of its terms is a delusion. If it is to be real, it must be so somehow at the expense of the terms, or, at least, must be something which appears in them or to which they belong. A relation between A and B implies really a substantial foundation within them. […] Our conclusion briefly will be this. Relation presupposes quality, and quality relation. Each can be something neither together with, nor apart from, the other; and the vicious circle in which they turn is not the truth about reality (Bradley 1897, pp. 22 – 26).
 Moreover, the gap between the required ground and that which each time is grasped via the process of knowledge plays a decisive role: it keeps the search inexhaustible, by imposing to it not to stop to something “known”. 
In this way – to be more precise – the ground accomplishes a twofold function: it prevents us, on one hand, from regarding any determined knowledge as absolute, and, on the other, from claiming or pretending to have reached the end in the process of knowing. It is only by virtue of this twofold function that is accomplished by the ground that it is possible to escape the realist dogmatism without embracing anti-realist relativism. The latter indeed can itself be regarded as a new form of dogmatism in that it also claims to be absolute, as Nagel rightly observes: 
the claim ‘Everything is subjective’ must be nonsense for it would itself have to be either subjective or objective. Nevertheless, it cannot be objective since in that case it would be false if true. And it can’t be subjective, because it would not rule out any objective claim, including that it is objectively false (Nagel 1997, p. 15).
Both conceptions in fact can be refuted if we acknowledge that the objective reality, that constitutes the authentic foundation, cannot but have an ideal, immanent, and heuristic value in orienting research and cannot, by any means, take the form of a determined, objectified entity. 

7.  Conclusions

As Wittgenstein has stated: 
Well, everybody tells me that he knows what pain is just from his own case! – Suppose everyone had a box with something in it which we call a “beetle”. No one can ever look into anyone else’s box, and everyone says he knows what a beetle is only by looking at his beetle. – Here it would be quite possible for anyone to have something different in his box. One might even imagine such a thing constantly changing. – But what if these people’s word “beetle had a use nonetheless? – If so, it would not be as the name of a thing. The thing in the box doesn’t belong to the language-game at all; not even as a Something: for the box might even be empty. – No, one can “divide through” by the thing in the box; it cancels out, whatever it is. That is to say, if we construe the grammar of the expression of sensation on the model of “object and name”, the object drops out of consideration as irrelevant (Wittgenstein 1953, p. 106e).
The term “beetle”, then is for Wittgenstein only a word whose only relevance consists not in designating an entity that might not even exist, but rather in the use of the term, i.e., its public and social relevance. That which the metaphysical realists consider as objective is for us, as well as it seems to maintain the second Wittgenstein, merely inter-subjective, and it indicates what is shared. It is crucial to stress that what is actually publicly shared is not what is objective in se but, rather, it is assumed as if it were objective by, let’s say, the majority of people, even though it is nothing else but subjective, and thus in this case inter-subjective.  
In conclusion, our point is that Metaphysical Realism omits exactly this as if and considers the given as objective[footnoteRef:5]. However “the given” is characterised precisely by its being “given to a subject”, i.e., only by virtue of its intrinsically relational structure. On the contrary, what is truly objective must also be in se, i.e., totally independent from the subject. This condition must be met for it to be a stable foundation for our knowledge. Being objective is thus a requisite, not a finding of the process of our knowledge. Therefore the quest for an authentic reality will always remain alive and this is why it keeps research an unending process. [5:  That we are always this side of objective reality seems to be confirmed also from the fact that no statement can be considered as definitive, definitively proved. If, indeed, it is proved on a logical basis, then it is a tautology, and does not say anything about observable facts. If instead it is corroborated by observable facts, then it is not proved by logic, for corroboration has only a statistical-probabilistic validity. Also the process meant to clarify the meaning of concepts (which represent a unity of a multiplicity of entities) amounts to abstracting from the observed reality and thus amounts to cutting oneself off from it.] 
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