
 

 

[By Maurizio Ferraris in the occasion of the International Conference “Consequences of 

Realism”, Rome, 4-6 of July 2014] 

 

In 2011 we witnessed something that was then dismissively defined as "a summer polemic". 

Now, this polemic is approaching its fourth summer. Most probably you are fed up with realism by 

now, and I confess that I am somewhat tired myself. Yet I also believe that, exasperated as you might 

be, you still would not be willing to return to the situation as it was at the end of the past century, 

including, for example, the polarization between analytic and continental philosophy or the idea that 

philosophy should only deal with mind and language, or that it should be some kind of deconstructive 

tightrope walking. These are, in my opinion, the consequences of realism, and the reasons why, 

regardless of the arguments put forward, the debate on realism has had a positive impact on 

philosophy. And it is in this spirit that, with Mario De Caro and Riccardo Pozzo, we decided to 

organize this conference. To try to account for new ways of philosophy after the realist turn. 

The other confession I want to make has to do with the present introduction. This conference 

will address the consequences of realism, and it's not up to me to anticipate them now. Just as it is not 

up to me to say what "realism" or "new realism" are in general. So in the end I decided to tell you a 

story, hoping not to bore you too much. I will tell you what new realism has been for me and how I got 

to it. I guess some will recognize themselves in what I'm about to say, while others won't, but there will 

still be the advantage of telling a true story. I must begin in the last century, but do not worry, I'll keep 

it short. During the years of my philosophical formation, hermeneutics and deconstruction prevailed in 

was in fact a hyper-constructivist environment. The world was the result of language, conceptual 

schemes, the will to power of the subjects. Towards the end of the seventies, with postmodernism, this 

perspective – which was still substantially neoidealist (in the sense of the Promethean subject) – had 

begun to falter. There was talk of a crisis of reason and of weak thought, which meant that the subject 

and reason did not fully control the machine, but there was no doubt that the machine (the famous 

Heideggerian Gestell) had taken over the world. 

In the early nineties (after a decade spent trying to better understand the scope and limits of 

hermeneutics and deconstruction, that is, clarifying my then short philosophical past, with an effort 

which manifests itself in particular in my History of Hermeneutics, 1988) I had my own realist turn. 

What pushed me was my increasing incredulity towards the demiurgic values of language, but I found 

my true realist starting point in Aesthetics understood as aisthesis, as perception, thanks to my 

encounter with Paolo Bozzi in Trieste. Bozzi was a Gestalt philosopher; his tradition dated back to 

Brentano and the idea that the world has an autonomous organization, independently from the action of 

our conceptual schemes and our perceptual apparatuses, which merely react to what is given. Bozzi 

drew the conclusion from this that the reality under observation is true. I would rather say that the 

contrast, which can always occur, between what we think and what we feel, signals the existence of a 

world that exists, resists and is opposed to thought. This is the first stage of my journey to realism, 

which I summarize (if I am allowed to use this word for a book so long) in Estetica razionale [Rational 

Aesthetics] (1997).
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The second stage (after the founding of the Laboratory for Ontology, which is well 

represented here, starting with Tiziana Andina, Carola Barbero and Enrico Terrone) can be identified in 

books such as Il mondo esterno [The External World] (2001) and Goodbye Kant! (2004). As the latter 

title suggests, this stage consisted of the confrontation with Kant, whom I believe to be unfairly 

considered responsible for everything. I say "unfairly" because there is no doubt that Kant was a realist, 

but the result of his immense and admirable system was diametrically opposite, as evidenced by the 

constructivist genealogy that came out of it. I will not repeat what I have said  many times, so as not to 

offend the Kantian sensibility of Hansmichael Hohenegger, who (in spite of this) has worked hard with 

tremendous generosity for the success of this conference. In short, I thought that the problem lied in 

Kant's transcendental fallacy, the confusion between ontology (what there is) and epistemology (what 

we know), clearly stated in the basic principle of the Copernican revolution: instead of asking how 

things are in themselves, we must ask how they should be made in order to be known by us. Knowing 

gets the upper hand on being, and knowing is for Kant (as for all modern philosophers) a practice of 

construction, not of contemplation. If we look at the philosophies of the past two centuries, we will 

rarely find exceptions to this pattern, which demonstrates that postmodernism is the consistent result of 

an illustrious tradition. 

The third stage of my journey through realism began with the Ontology of the Cell Phone 

(2005) and was completed, more or less, with Documentality (2009). This stage tried to answer another 

question. There are areas, such as that of natural objects, in which ontology is completely separate from 

epistemology: the thing is there, unamendable, it was there before us and will be there after us, 

regardless of what we know. But there are other areas, such as that of social objects, where things are 

different. Here knowledge interferes with being: a wedding or a debt of which no one knew anything 

would disappear from the social world. It is for this reason that, modifying and restricting Derrida's 

saying, I have argued that there is nothing social  outside the text. This also explains why texts, and 

recordings in general, are so important in the social world. I have therefore proposed to define the 

constitutive law of social objects as " Object = Recorded Act". The social object is the result of an act 

(such as to involve at least two people, or a person and a delegated machine) which has the 

characteristic of being recorded. Today, the recording machine par excellence, as we know, is the 

Internet. The theory of social objects was for me a way to place  hermeneutics in its own sphere, but 

this was only understood by some (for example, by Mauricio Beuchot in his Manifiesto del nuevo 

realismo analogico; by the way, in Mexico City this autumn there will be a conference entitled “Nuevo 

Realismo y Nueva Hermeneutica”). 

The fourth stage of my journey to realism was not a matter of thinking, but (in the minimalist 

sense that this expression can have for a professor who is not D'Annunzio), it was a matter of action. I 

am referring to the snowball effect that has followed the publication of an article I wrote on 8 August 

2011 in La Repubblica, then the Manifesto of New Realism, the conferences in New York, Turin and 

Bonn, the books and interventions by Markus Gabriel, Petar Bojanic and Mario De Caro (without 

whom none of this would have been possible, and who edited with me Bentornata realtà [Welcome 

back, reality], with contributions by Eco, Bilgrami, Marconi, Putnam, Searle...). All this sparkled an 

incredibly intense debate in Italy, Germany and in many other countries. There has been an avalanche 
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of contributions: 1452 so far (on April 29), plus 96 volumes between journals and monographs (here 

my gratitude goes to Raffaella Scarpa and Vincenzo Santarcangelo, who have undertaken the burden of 

this enormous archival work). 

Of course, the debate, especially in Italy, was not just an expression of approval: indeed, it 

was mainly an expression of disagreements, for many totally understandable reasons. I will not go into 

the details of it, but I would like to limit myself to a simple consideration. The Manifesto is now 

published in Spanish and German (and in this regard I would like to thank Werner Gephart, director of 

the Käte Hamburger Kolleg in Bonn, who welcomed it, wrote a preface to it and illustrated it in the 

Klostermann series directed by him), it is soon coming out in French and English, and the collection of 

interventions on the debate between new realism and postmodernism edited by Christoph Riedweg was 

simultaneously published by Schwabe, Droz and Carocci. Last summer, New Realism was one of the 

central themes (with an intervention by Umberto Eco) at the World Congress of Philosophy in Athens. 

In these very days Zeit is devoting a series of interventions to new realism and its philosophical and 

extraphilosophical reflections. It was also tackled by Frankfurter Allgemenie Zeitung, Neue Zürcher 

Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung. While the Monist, which has just dedicated a special issue to 

documentality, is preparing an other one on new realism, the Revista de Occidente has an entire section 

devoted to the subject. Finally, a large volume on New Realism will soon be published by Suhrkamp. 

Moreover, in its diffusion, New Realism has entered positively in contact with other realist 

currents active in the contemporary scene, whose protagonists are not only of established authorities 

like Agazzi, who has dedicated to realism his Lebenswerk just published by Springer, but also younger 

philosophers: Quentin Meillassoux, Graham Harman, Iain Hamilton Grant, Armen Avanessian, 

independently and creatively involved in the field of realism. If indeed the theme of realism were 

provincial (as someone said), I doubt that philosophical cultures notoriously uninterested in what 

happens in Italy would be dealing with it. And if it really were purely a media phenomenon, as others 

have argued, it would hardly have attracted young philosophers, some of whom, like Sarah De Sanctis 

and Vincenzo Santarcangelo, are here. Let me use this reference to young people to thank all those  – 

perhaps not realists, and perhaps even sceptics, nihilists or postmodernists (we did not have entrance 

examinations) – who have contributed with their work to the success of this conference: Leonardo 

Caffo, Davide Dal Sasso, Matteo Grasso, Mattia Sorgon, Vera Tripodi. I also thank my friend Luca 

Taddio, who not only has contributed to the conference, but has also designed posters and flyers. 

Thanks to these years of action (that is, of speeches and travel) the debate on new realism has 

reached even non-philosophical areas, such as literature, architecture, pedagogy, visual arts, and even 

medicine. On this issue there have been many conferences, both in Italy and abroad (I am thinking of 

Berlin for architecture and Kassel for art; a major conference on literature and new realism is scheduled 

in June in Paris). I consider this aspect to be of particular importance because I am convinced that this 

shows that new realism, just like its precursor, postmodernism, has intercepted the needs of an age, and 

not merely arguments among philosophers. This obviously means that even in the case of new realism 

there will be misunderstandings and discussions, and especially that also new realism will come to an 

end, but I am sure we will get over it. 

 I want to address one last point before closing this discussion, which is already far too long. It 
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has to do with my work in progress, with which I will not bore you too much as I have already 

summarized it in Realismo positivo [Positive Realism] (2013). The idea is that after proposing an 

ontology of natural objects under the sign of unamendability and an ontology of social objects under 

the sign of recordability, what is left is to provide a comprehensive ontology of social being and of 

natural being together. Given that this is a project in which philosophers much greater than me have 

failed, I have strong doubts as to whether I'll ever get on top of this project, which will remain, so to 

speak, a regulative ideal: the steps that I will take, if I will take them, will go in that direction. 

The thread I am following is that of emergence: in the natural world, as well as in the social 

world, we face the emergence of structured realities coming from the world long before coming from 

subjects. Being and its sense are is not put together by thought, but are given, offered, before thought 

begins. Not only because we know of interminable periods in which there was the world, but there 

were no people, but also because what initially appears as thought actually comes from outside of us: 

the words of our mother, the nursery rhymes that emerge from the past, the myths (which, just like 

jokes, have no author) that we encounter in everyday life are merely found by us, just like in Mecca one 

comes across a meteorite. In the same way, we follow the rules like automata, long before 

understanding them.  

Thought is not a transparent and immaterial cogito, but a geological unconscious that reveals 

itself little by little, if it does. We encounter objects that have an ontological consistence independently 

from our knowledge and that then, either suddenly or through a slow process, are known by us. We 

find out parts of ourselves just like we discover pieces of nature, fossils of dinosaurs, insects in amber. 

We notice elements of society (for instance, enslavement, exploitation, women’s subordination and 

then, with a greater sensitivity, also mobbing or political incorrectness) that turn out to be unbearable 

and were previously hidden, namely assumed as obvious by a political or social unconscious. The 

moment of awareness will hopefully come, but it will be a matter of detachment with respect to a 

previous adherence, not an act of absolute construction of the world by the means of thought.  

So this was my short story, for realism. There was a time, and it's been over twenty years since 

then, when it seemed obvious to me that generalized constructionism was not a sustainable position, 

that it was a trick done to ourselves and to others, and that's where my journey to realism began. In this 

journey, if we take a word from the vocabulary of the inquisition which over time has become a 

compliment, I was a heretic, that is, I made a hairesis, a choice. I'm proud of it, because it was a free 

choice (no one forced me to do it, in fact, my life would have been easier had I not done it) and 

Hobson's choice at the same time, because it was imposed by the necessity of evidence. What did 

Luther say? ‘Hier stehe ich, ich kann nicht anders’. That's exactly how it is: 'Here I stand, I cannot do 

otherwise'. I'm sure all of us, in our life and work, have come across this requirement and this evidence. 

Which can also be very unpleasant, but certainly there is nothing mystical about it, and it knows how to 

make itself heard by the virtue – indeed – of the real. 
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