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In the last two years some symposia (for instance in New York, Turin and 

Bonn) have been devoted to the problems of a New realism. In at least one of these 

occasions I started my communication by expressing  a certain perplexity. Is really 

there a New Realism? The following remarks will outline my prudent opinions about 

this question. 

In the course of my philosophical carrier I was informed about an Old or Strong 

Realism, mainly because my doctoral dissertation was on the aesthetics of Thomas 

Aquinas and the main problem of that research was not only what beauty was for 

Aquinas but rather by which cognitive mechanisms we perceive beautiful objects as 

such – taking for granted that these objects are really in front of us and are not a 

figment of our imagination. 

Aquinas was certainly an old realist and, as we could say today, an External 

Realist: for him the world is there outside us, and it is such as it is independently of 

our knowledge. But Aquinas was also advocating a correspondence theory of truth: 

we are able to know the world as our mind were its mirror, by adaequatio rei et 

intellectus. Such a kind of realism was extolled by many other philosophers and what 

always flabbergast me is that the same position was also maintained by Lenin in his 

Materialism and empiriocriticism. Aquinas was not certainly a Marxist and it seems 

hard to believe that Lenin was a Thomist, but it simply means that the ideas of the Old 

Realism were circulating during the centuries among various thinkers.  

In opposition to the Old or Strong Realism I met during my life various forms of 

Temperate Realism, from Holism and Ontological Relativity to Internal Realism. But 

at this point it would still be embarrassing to recognize and define a New Realism. 

If I had to explain the attempts to propose a New Realism to a student I would 

say that the appeal to a so-called new realism is a way to react to so-called post-

modern philosophy. But there we are facing a new conundrum: I confess (and I wrote 

at least thirty years ago about that) that I never clearly understood what is the 



philosophical post-modernism, since it has nothing to do neither with the literary 

post-modernism of John Barth, Donald Barthelme and Leslie Fiedler nor with the 

architectural post-modernism of Charles Jenks or Robert Venturi.  

The literary or architectural post-modernism was a way to react to the Modern 

conceptions, mainly those of the avant-gardes of the 20th century: the post-modern 

artists were trying to liquidate the refusal of the past tradition, returning to a sort of 

revisiting classic heritage and retelling it under many forms of ironical quotations. 

If so, what had these artistic forms of post-modernism to do with the so-called 

philosophical post-modernism extolled by philosophers like Lyotard? Certainly the 

post-modern philosophies celebrated the end of the Great Narrations, of a 

transcendental notion of meaning and truth, welcoming multiplicity and 

disenchantement, advocating forms of fragmented or ”weak” thought, but it seems to 

me that these currents   were not directly concerned with the problem of realism. As a 

matter of fact your thought can be polymorphous and disenchanted, you can give up 

with the Global Narration in order to cultivate only local forms of descripton, without 

casting in doubt the existence of an external world that stands in front of your 

inevitably “weak” interpretations. Simply you can be philosophically post-modern by 

assuming that we cannot have a comprehensive and global vision of an unattainable 

Ding als sich. In this sense a post-modern philosophy is simply a Kantism without the 

guarantee of a transcendental form of knowledge. The difference is certainly very 

important but it cannot eliminate the ghost of a Thing in Itself.  

In any case we must admit that the most radical form of post-modernism is 

represented by deconstruction, that is, a typical American commodity produced on 

French license. Now, when I try to reduce these philosophical currents to a simple and 

recognizable model, I only find Nietzsche’ statement by which there are no facts but 

only interpretations. 

I do not think that even the most fundamentalist among deconstructionists really 

thinks that there are no facts at all, since to carry out an interpretation one must have 

something to interpret, and if the series of interpretation has no final terminus ad 

quem it must have at least a terminus a quo – a starting point that, however matters 



stand, we can call a fact. Deconstructionists simply assume, in a Nietzschean vein, 

that we know facts only through our interpretations, and by knowing only 

interpretations and interpretations of interpretations we’ll be never in the condition of 

recognizing the Thing in Itself – reduced to a sort of ghost that vanishes as far our 

interpretations keep going on.  

In a debate held in 1990 at Cambridge University, with regard to the existence 

or otherwise of textual criteria of interpretation, Richard Rorty - broadening the 

discourse to include criteria of interpretation of things that are in the world - denied 

that the use made of a screwdriver to tighten screws is imposed by the object itself, 

since we can also use it to open a package. Thus the “nature” of  the screwdriver  is 

imposed by our subjectivity. 

In the oral debate Rorty also alluded to the right we would have to interpret a 

screwdriver as something useful to scratch our ears with. To be honest, in the printed 

version of the debate, Rorty eliminated the allusion to ear scratching. Evidently he 

had interpreted it as a simple boutade, an off the cuff remark made in the course of the 

conversation, and therefore I abstain from attributing this no longer documented 

example to him. But if Rorty did not use it, someone else might and therefore my 

counter objection is still valid, and I reconfirm it in the light of the notion of 

affordance (in  the  sense  of  Gibson  but  also  in  the  sense  of  Prieto’s  notion    of 

pertinence). 

A screwdriver can serve also to open a package (given that it is an instrument 

with a cutting point, easy to use in order to exert force on something resistant); but it 

is inadvisable to use it for rummaging about in your ear, precisely because it is sharp, 

and too long to allow the hand to control the action required for such a delicate 

operation; and so it would be better to use a light stick with a wad of cotton wool at its 

tip. 

It suffices to imagine a possible world in which there is only a hand, a 

screwdriver and an ear (and at most a package and a screw) for the argument to 

acquire all its ontological value: there is something in the conformation both of my 

body and of the screwdriver that prevents me from interpreting the latter at my whim. 



Certainly post-modernists would say that neither them nor the most 

fundamentalists among deconstructionists have never denied the existence of the table 

where they were putting their screwdriver. They would simply say that that table 

become an object of knowledge only in so far as it is interpreted as a desk, a chair, a 

dining table, a support for a surgical intervention, or as a four legged wooden object, a 

mere ensemble of atoms, and even as raft in case of shipwreck. Obviously I agree but 

my objection is that this table cannot be interpreted as a vehicle which can be used to 

travel from Athens to Thessaloniki. The problem is that such severe limitation tells us 

that the table can be interpreted (and known) in many ways (including those that its 

producer was not thinking of), but not in whichever way. 

But let we return to the Nietzsche’s text which originated the idea that there are 

no facts but only interpretations 

In On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense Nietzsche says that, since nature 

has thrown away the key, the intellect plays with fictions that it calls truth, or a system 

of concepts, based on the legislation of language. We think we are talking about (and 

knowing) trees, colors, snow and flowers, but they are metaphors that do not 

correspond to the original essences. Every word immediately becomes a concept, 

draining away with its pallid universality the differences between fundamentally 

unequal things: so we believe that compared to the multiplicity of individual leaves 

there exists a primordial leaf “on the model of which all leaves have supposedly been 

woven, drawn, circumscribed, colored, wrinkled, and painted, but by clumsy hands, 

so that no example emerges correctly and reliably as a true copy of the original form”. 

It is difficult for us to admit that birds or insects perceive the world differently from 

us, and it makes no sense either to say which perception is the correct one, because 

this would  call  for  that  criterion of    “exact  perception”  that does not  exist, because 

“nature  is  acquainted with no  forms and no concepts,  and  likewise with no species, 

but only with an X which remains inaccessible and undefinable for us.” 

Truth, then (and I still quote Nietzsche),  becomes  “a  movable  army  of 

metaphors,  metonymies,  and  anthropomorphisms,”  produced  poetically,  only  to 

become fossilized into knowledge, “illusions which we have forgotten are illusions,” 



coins whose images has been rubbed away and  are now considered simply as metal 

and no longer as coins. We thus become accustomed to lying according to convention, 

having reduced the metaphors to schemata and concepts. And hence a pyramidal 

order of castes and ranks, laws and demarcations, entirely constructed by language, an 

immense “Roman columbarium” of concepts, the graveyard of intuition. 

This is a fascinating account of how the edifice of language regiments the 

landscape of the world, but Nietzsche fails to consider two intuitively evident 

phenomena. One is that, if we adapt ourselves to the constrictions of the 

columbarium, we can still manage to give some kind of account of the World (if 

someone goes to see a doctor and tells him he has been bitten by a dog, the doctor 

knows what sort of injection to give him, even if he is not familiar with the particular 

dog that bit him). The other is that every now and then the World forces us to adapt 

the columbarium, or even to choose an alternative model to the columbarium (which 

is at the end of the day the problem of the revolution of cognitive paradigms). 

Nietzsche acknowledged the existence of natural constrictions but these 

constrictions seemed to  him  to  be  “terrible  forces”  that  constantly  press  upon  us, 

countering  “scientific”  truths  with  other truths of a different nature. He evidently 

refused to recognize them by conceptualizing them in their turn, given that it is in 

order to escape them that we have wrought, by way of a defense, our conceptual suit 

of armor. To change these terrible forces would be possible, but only in the form of a 

permanent poetic revolution: “If each us had a different kind of sense perception — if 

we could only perceive things now as a bird, now as a worm, now as a plant, or if one 

of us saw a stimulus as red, another as blue, while a third even heard the same 

stimulus as a sound — then no one would speak of such a regularity of nature.”  

Therefore,  art  (and  with  it  myth)  “continually  confuses  the  conceptual 

categories and cells by bringing forward new transferences, metaphors, and 

metonymies. It continually manifests an ardent desire to refashion the world that 

presents itself to waking man, so that it will be as colorful, irregular, lacking in results 

and coherence, charming, and eternally new as the world of dreams”. 



If these are the premises, our first option would be to reject what surrounds us 

(and the way in which we vainly try to reduce it to order) and take refuge in dreams as 

a flight from reality. Nietzsche in fact cites Pascal, for whom, in order to be happy, all 

it would take would be to dream every night of being king, but he then admits that this 

dominion of art over life, however delightful, would be a deception. Or else, and this 

is what Nietzsche’s  heirs  have  accepted  as  his  true  lesson,  art  can  say what it says 

because it is Being itself, in its weakness and generosity, that accepts any definition, 

and enjoys seeing itself perceived as mutable, a dreamer, extenuatingly vigorous and 

victoriously weak, no longer as fullness, presence or foundation, but rather as fracture, 

absence of foundation, work and pain. Which is the position of the last (or at least of 

the more lucid) of the Nietzscheans, GianniVattimo. Being can therefore only be 

spoken insofar as it is in decline; instead of imposing itself, it withdraws. Thus we 

have  arrived  at  an  ontology  organized  into  ‘weak’  categories.    Nietzsche’s 

announcement of the death of God is nothing more than the proclamation of the end 

of the stable structure of Being.  From now on, Being will present itself only as 

suspension and withdrawal.  

The trouble is, in the first place, that, once we had settled our accounts with the 

World, we would still find ourselves having to settle them with the subject that emits 

that flatus vocis (a problem which is in any case the limit of any magic idealism). 

And, in the second place, if it is there a hermeneutic principle by which there are no 

facts but only  interpretations,  this  still  does  not  exclude  the  possibility  of  “bad” 

interpretations. There is no winning hand at poker that has not been put together by a 

choice of the player (encouraged maybe by chance), but this does not mean that every 

hand assembled by the player is a winning hand. All it would take is for my opponent 

to respond to my three aces with a straight flush for my wager to turn out to have been 

a bad bet. There are times in our game with the World when the World responds to 

our three aces with a straight flush. Furthermore, there are players who place a bet and 

are eventually obliged to show a hand that, according to the laws of poker, contains 

no valid combination of cards: and the others, in unison, observe that the player must 

be crazy, or doesn’t know how to play, or is bluffing. What is the status of bluffing in 



a universe in which one interpretation is as good as another? What are the inter-

subjective criteria that allow us to define that particular combination of cards as off 

the wall? What criterion allows us to distinguish between dreams, poetic inventions 

and LDS acid trips (there are people who after taking LSD have thrown themselves 

out of windows convinced they could fly and finished up in a heap on the sidewalk—

contrary, mind you, to all their hopes and intentions), and, on the other hand, 

acceptable statements concerning the things of the physical or historical world that 

surrounds us? 

Coming back  to Rorty’s  screwdriver, my  objection  did  not  denied  that  it  can 

permit manifold interpretations, so that I could use it also to commit a homicide. The 

only thing that is, even though possible at least inexpedient, is that I’ll use it to scratch 

my ear and first of all I cannot use it to transport a liquid matter as I could do with a 

glass (as well as I cannot use a paper glass to throw it in order to crash a window). My 

remarks are not  trivial at all even though they look as mere truism: they mean that a 

screwdriver answers positively (so to speak) to many of my possible interpretations, 

bat in certain cases says NO. 

This sort of refusal opposed by the objects of our world is the basis of my 

prudent idea of a Negative Realism. 

Remember that not even Nietzsche denied the existence of terrible forces that 

constantly press upon us. In my Kant and the Platypus I called these terrible forces 

the hard core of Being.  

In  speaking  of  a  “hard  core”  I  did  not mean  something like  a  “stable  kernel” 

which we might identify sooner or later, not the Law of Laws, but, more prudently, 

lines of resistance that render some of our approaches fruitless. It is precisely our faith 

in these lines of resistance that ought also to guide the discourse on hermeneutics, 

because, if we assumed that one can say anything and that  “everything goes”, the 

intellectual and moral tension that guides our continual interrogation of the World 

(even if we consider Being as something that continually vanishes and escapes our 

grasp) would no longer make sense. We should in any case admit the presence of that 



Something, even though that Something shows up as mere absence. It would be an 

absence we constantly chase. 

When we claim to have learned from experience that nature exhibits stable 

tendencies, there is no need to think of complex laws like the law of universal gravity, 

but of experiences that are simpler and more immediate, like the apparent rising and 

setting of the sun, the fact that things fall downwards and not upwards, the existence 

of species. Universals may well be a figment and an infirmity of thought, and could 

be a mistake to figure out such species as “cat” or “dog”. In spite of this we know by 

experience that if we unite a dog with a dog what is born is a dog, and if we unite a 

dog with a cat nothing is born—and even if something were born it would be unable 

to reproduce. This does not yet mean that what we have recognized is the reality 

(Darwinian or Platonic) of genera and species. All it is meant to suggest is that 

speaking per generalia may well be a result of our penuria nominum (as the Medieval 

said) , but that something resistant has driven us to invent general terms (whose 

extension we can always revise and correct). The objection that biotechnology may 

one day render these tendencies obsolete and create a new species halfway between a 

cat and a dog is not relevant. The fact that a technology, which by definition alters the 

limits of nature, is required in order to violate them means that the limits of nature 

exist. 

To state that there are lines of resistance merely means to say that, even if it 

appears only as an effect of language, Being is not an effect of language in the sense 

that language freely constructs it. Even those who stated that Being is pure Chaos, and 

therefore susceptible to all discourse, would at least have to exclude that it is Order. 

Language does not construct being ex novo: it questions it, in some way always 

finding something already given. Even if Being were moth-eaten (as Vattimo once 

suggested by a brilliant metaphor), there would always be a fabric whose warp and 

web, confused by the infinite holes that have eaten into it, still subsist in some 

stubborn way. 

This already given is in fact what we have called the lines of resistance. The 

appearance of these Resistances is the nearest thing that can be found, before any First 



Philosophy or Theology, to the idea of God or Law. Certainly it is a God who 

manifests himself as pure Negativity, pure Limit, pure “No”, that of which language 

cannot or must not talk. In this sense it is something very different from the God of 

the revealed religions, or it assumes only His severest traits, those of the exclusive 

Lord of Interdiction, incapable of saying so much as “go forth and multiply”, but only 

intent on repeating “thou shalt not eat from this tree”. 

This idea of lines of resistance, by which something which does not depend on 

our interpretations challenges them, can represent a form of Minimal or Negative 

Realism according to which facts, if scarcely tell me if I am right, frequently tell I me 

that I am wrong. 

Suppose that on that wall we see a half-open door. Many interpretations are 

possible, first that it is a real door, second that it is a painted door - but if we entertain 

this second interpretation we must still decide whether it is a case of trompe-l’oeil, 

intending to deceive us, or if it is an artistic representation of a door, a fresco that asks 

for an aesthetic response. There are other possible interpretations (was the door 

painted recently, should we consider it a masterpiece or a daub? – and so on and so 

forth). But suppose we entertain the interpretation that that is a real door and go 

straight ahead in order to pass through. The very fact that we smash our nose is the 

proof that our interpretation was wrong. 

That is the minimal or negative realism, which not only concerns our knowledge 

of simple facts but also our knowledge of texts – that is not only our perception of a 

dog but also our reading of a book. Infinite are our possible interpretations of 

F innegans Wake but even the most savage deconstructionist cannot say that it tells the 

story of a French lady who read love stories, commits adultery and poisons herself. In 

my book the Limits of interpretations (published more than 20 years ago) I make 

many examples of interpretations which are definitely disproved by the text we are 

trying to interpret. And 50 years ago when I started to be interested on the initiative of 

the reader and of forms of art conceived in order to elicit infinite interpretations, the 

title of my book was Opera aperta, The Open Wok: the title clearly suggests that the 

open series of interpretations that a work of art  encourages is continually obliged to 



confront itself with the presence of work, that is of an object produced before its 

interpretations, produced in order to promote but at the same time to control them. 

How can we admit that there are facts I am interpreting which can challenge me 

by some limits? This could be a mere postulate of interpretation, since if we assumed 

that we can say everything of everything then the adventure of our continuous 

questioning of the world would miss of any reason. At this point even the most radical 

of relativists could be justified in assuming the point of view of the most radical of old 

fashioned realists, because – if anything goes - there would be no philosophical 

difference between being a Leninist or a deconstructionist. 

But we have the experience of an undeniable Limit in front of which our 

languages evaporate into silence and it is the experience of Death. We question the 

World being sure, by a millenary experience, that all men are mortal, and Death is the 

Limit after which all the interpreting initiatives vanish. Therefore, by knowing for 

sure that there is at least one limit that challenges the infinite progress of our 

interpretation, we are encouraged to keep on by suspectiing that there are other limits 

to the freedom of our conjectures.  

It is not necessary to support what I am saying by any other metaphysical theory 

but rather by a semiotic one, that of Hjelmslev. We use signs (or expressions) to 

convey a content, and this content is carved out and organized in different forms by 

different cultures (and languages). What is it made from? From an amorphous stuff, 

amorphous before language has carried out its vivisection of it. Let us to call such an 

amorphous stuff, which we will call the continuum of the content, all that may be 

experienced, said, and thought: as the infinite horizon, if you will, of that which is, 

has been and will be, both out of necessity and contingency. It would seem that before 

a culture has organized it linguistically in the form of content, this continuum is 

everything and nothing, and therefore eludes all determination.  

Nevertheless, when Hjelmslev speaks of this amorphous continuum that every 

language organizes in a different way, he says that linguistic chains such as I do not 

know, je ne sais pas, en  tiedä, naluvara, jeg  véd  det  ikke, despite their differences, 

express the same mening, that is, the same thought. The Danish term mening should 



be translated as meaning and Hielmslev for the English version of his work accepted 

the term purport. How can an amorphous continuum have a meaning or a purport? 

As a matter of fact Hjelmslev was not speaking of a linguistic phenomenon but 

rather of an extra-linguistic one: he said that the purport could be described by various 

extra-linguistic disciplines. Thus languages are obliged to recognize extra-semiotic 

constrictions that they cannot ignore. In other words different expressions such as it is 

raining, il pleut and piove all refer to the same phenomenon. As if to say that in the 

magma of the continuum there are lines of resistance and possibilities for flow, like 

the grain in wood or marble that makes it easier to cut it one way rather than another. 

Every culture runs up against the extra-linguistic problem of rain,  it rains or doesn’t 

rain in every culture, and tertium datur only when it drizzles or when hoar-frost 

forms. 

If the continuum itself has lines of tendency, we are not entitled to say whatever 

we like. There are directions, maybe not compulsory directions, but certainly 

directions that are forbidden. There are things we cannot say. It doesn’t matter if these 

things were  once  said.  We  subsequently    “banged  our  heads  into”  evidence  that 

convinced us that we could no longer say what we formerly said. 

If so, Being may not be comparable to a one-way street but to a network of 

multi-lane freeways along which one can travel in more than one direction; but 

despite this some roads will nonetheless remain dead-ends.  

Here we should avoid a misunderstanding. When we talk of the experience of 

something that obliges us to recognize the grain and lines of resistance, and to 

formulate laws, by no means are we claiming that these laws adequately represent the 

lines of resistance. As if to say that, if along the path running through the wood, I find 

a boulder blocking the way, I must certainly turn right or left (or decide to turn back), 

but this gives me absolutely no assurance that the decision taken will help me know 

the wood better. The incident simply interrupts a project of mine and persuades me to 

think up another one. To state that there are lines of resistance does not yet mean, as 



Peirce would have said, that there are universal laws at work in nature. The hypothesis 

of universal laws (or the hypothesis of a specific law) is only one of the ways in 

which we react to the onset of a resistance. But Habermas, in his search for the kernel 

of  Peirce’s  criticism  of  the  Kantian  thing-in-itself, emphasizes that the Peircean 

problem is not that something (concealed behind the appearances that would mirror it) 

has, like a mirror, a rear side that eludes reflection, a side that we are almost sure we 

will one day discover, as long as we manage to get round the figure we see: it is that 

reality imposes restrictions on our cognition only in the sense that it refuses false 

interpretations. 

I believe that there are some connections between my idea of a Negative 

Realism and Popper’s  idea by which  the only  real proof for  the acceptability of our 

scientific hypotheses is their possibility to support a test of falsifiability. But I also 

think that my notion of a minimal realism can be translated in terms of the philosophy 

of Peirce. Remember that according to Peirce every of our enquiries, as well as of our 

perceptual explorations of the surrounding world, is elicited by a Dynamical Object. 

We do not know it if not through Immediate Obiects, that are signs, either mental 

phenomena or translations of a previous Immediate Object into another which is its 

interpretant – so that the series of interpretants never stops, by producing a process of 

unlimited semiosis. However by producing these interpretants we grow a habit, that 

is, an ability to act upon the sorrounding reality, and the proof that a given series of 

interpretants works is given by the fact that through our habit we can modify the 

reality. If this does not succeed, it means that our interpretations were dominated by 

the continuous risk of fallibilism. The possibility of a failure means that there is 

something controlling and limiting our interpretations.  

We still do not know whether neutrinos travel faster than light and we need new 

experiments and new interpretations of new data. But if at a certain point we cannot 

act positively by assuming that neutrinos are faster than light, it means that such an 

hypothesis must be rejected.  

Is it enough to entertain such a notion of Minimal Realism in order to conceive 

both of an open enquiry and of the hope to reach some day or another some truth? 



Once Searle said that realism means that we are convinced that things go in a certain 

way, maybe we will never know definitely how they go, but we are sure that they will 

go that way even if we shall never know how they go. Maybe this is not enough to 

believe, with Peirce, that in the long run maybe we can attains some truth; but it is 

enough to prudently to assume, by the idea of a Negative Realism, that there is 

something that it would be crazy to say 

 


