


1.

Before turning to particular forms of realism, a general characteriza-
tion of positions of realism is in order. Let it be controversial whether
it 1s an objective fact that the kind of entity F is non-empty.

Then a person x is an ontological realist with respect to the kind of entity F if
and only if x believes that it is an objective fact that some y are F.

And ontological realism with respect to F is the position held by anyone who
is an ontological realist with respect to F, gua ontological realist.

Here an objective fact is considered to be something that is not a figment of
the mind, not a model, not a linguistic construction, not a fiction of any kind;
it is something given, something which is encountered by us, not made up,
abstracted or projected. Note that an objective fact may concern subjective
occurrences. If a person is in pain, then it is an objective fact that he or she is
in pain.

A person x is an epistemological realist with respect to the kind of entity F if
and only if x is an ontological realist with respect to F and moreover believes
that human beings have at least some knowledge — justified true belief —
which is individually about at least some entities that are F.

Epistemological realism with respect to F is the position held by anyone who
is an epistemological realist with respect to F, g#a epistemological realist.

According to definition, being an epistemological realist (with respect
to F) implies being an ontological realist; but it is possible to be an
ontological realist without being an epistemological one. One can be-
lieve that it is an objective fact that some y are F without believing that
any human being has any knowledge which is individually about some
entity thatis F. A famous case from the history of philosophy is Kant’s
being an ontological realist with respect to “Dinge an sich,” while not
being an epistemological realist with respect to them.

Ontological realism without epistemological realism with respect
to the same kind of entity F implies no contradiction and does not
render the belief-system of the realist who is thus disposed — we may
call her a Kantian realist — inconsistent. However, the Kantian realist
will find herself confronted with the question how she comes to be-
lieve that some y are F when she is not believing that any human being
has any knowledge which is individually about some entity that is F
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is a legitimate interpretation of “some entities do not exist” in which
this sentence is not a logical inconsistency, then it becomes difficult,
and indeed very difficult for a realist with respect to universals or
states of affairs, to defend the falsity of this sentence under any legiti-
mate interpretation. But this falsity is precisely what the inveterate
enemy of the non-existent absolutely wants to hold on to, hardened
in his ontological prejudice, unreachable for any argument to the con-
trary.

Let me illustrate. Suppose we have a realist with respect to univer-
sals or states of affairs but who is a firm anti-realist as far as non-
existent entities are concerned. Let this philosopher, in a2 moment of
weakness, accept that “some entities do not exist” can be legitimately
interpreted as a logically consistent sentence, in the way just indicated,
to mean as much as “some objects are not actual.” He will then have
to give up his opinion that there are no non-existent entities in what-
ever acceptable sense. For certainly there are both non-actual states of
affairs and non-actual universals.

Being a non-actual state of affairs is as much as being a non-obtain-
ing state of affairs, a state of affairs that is not a fact, that is not the case.
And there are lots of states of affairs that do not obrain, that-are not
facts, that are not the case. For example, that the moon is a planet of
the sun is, indeed as a matter of objective fact, a non-obtaining state of
affairs. And therefore there is, as a matter of objective fact, at least one
non-actual object, and hence, according to at least one admittedly
legitimate interpretation, there is at least one objectively given non-
existent entity.

Similarly, a non-actual universal is a universal that is not exempli-
fied by any actual objects. And there are lots of universals that are not
exemplified by any actual objects. For example, the relation of perfect
human love is not exemplified by any actual objects. And therefore,
again, there 1s, as a matter of objective fact, at least one non-actual
object, and hence, again, we may legitimately conclude that there is at
least one objecuvely given non-existent entity.

In view of these arguments our realist with respect to universals or
states of affairs and anti-realist with respect to the non-existent may
be imagined to quickly revoke his concession that “some entities do
not exist” can legitimately mean the same as “some objects are not
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