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Abstract

The primary objective of this article is to examine and structurally analyze
the twentieth-century epistemological turn from idealism to realism, to
elucidate the key components of this transition—such as metaphysical
realism and scientific realism—and to explain how concepts such as “truth,”
“objectivity,” and “ontological independence” were reconstructed in light of
the correspondence theory of truth. The present study employs a descriptive-
analytical method together with a critical-academic approach. To this end,
drawing on primary philosophical sources, up-to-date and authoritative
entries in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, and works by prominent
philosophers in the analytic tradition and philosophy of science, including
Moore, Russell, Chakravartty, Miller, and Psillos, the development of this
epistemological transformation was identified and analyzed. The analyses
were organized around four major dimensions: metaphysical foundations,
philosophy of science, theories of truth, and epistemic norms. The findings
derived from the analysis of philosophical texts and documents are
formulated along the following lines: (1) Roots of the rupture: the turn
toward realism resulted from the synergistic effects of G. E. Moore’s
critique of the idealist fallacy, Russell’s logical analysis of language, and
the replacement of the doctrine of internal relations with a theory of external
relations. (2) The catalytic role of science: the instrumental and empirical
successes of the natural sciences, together with the defense of unobservable
entities through the “no-miracles argument,” established the epistemic
legitimacy of scientific realism in opposition to instrumentalism and naive
empiricism. (3) Revival of the correspondence theory of truth: in contrast to
idealism, which regarded truth as the internal coherence of beliefs, realism,
by reformulating the correspondence theory, demonstrated that the truth
value of propositions depends on “states of affairs” in a mind-independent
world. (4) Redefinition of objectivity and independence: contemporary
realism, particularly critical realism, while acknowledging conceptual and
linguistic mediation, distinguishes between the “epistemic dependence of
cognition on concepts” and the “ontological dependence of reality on the
mind,” thereby redefining objectivity in terms of public, intersubjectively
accessible, and criticizable standards. The twentieth-century
epistemological turn transformed the human being from a “creator of
meaning” into an “inquirer into meaning.” The results indicate that modern
realism establishes a dynamic balance between acknowledging the fallibility
of human knowledge and insisting on the independent existence of an
objective world. While recognizing the active role of the mind in the process
of conceptualization, this approach safeguards scientific rationality and
objectivity against emerging postmodern currents and radical relativism.
Keywords: twentieth-century epistemology, idealism, metaphysical
realism, scientific realism, correspondence theory of truth, objectivity.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The twentieth century witnessed one of the most

consequential  transformations in  modern
epistemology: the gradual displacement of idealist
approaches by increasingly sophisticated forms of
realism. This transition was not merely a change in
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philosophical terminology or allegiance to
competing schools of thought; rather, it represented
a fundamental reconsideration of the relationship
among mind, language, knowledge, truth, and an

independently  existing  world. Idealism,
particularly in its British and post-Kantian forms,
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had emphasized the constitutive role of
consciousness, conceptual structures, and mental
activity in the apprehension of reality, thereby
challenging the possibility of describing objects
independently of the conditions under which they
are known (Guyer & Horstmann, 2026). By
contrast, twentieth-century realism increasingly
defended the thesis that objects, properties, events,
and relations exist independently of human beliefs,
linguistic practices, or conceptual schemes, even
though human access to them remains
epistemically mediated and fallible (Miller, 2021,
2026). The primary objective of the present study
is therefore to analyze the epistemological turn
from idealism to realism, to identify the
philosophical ~ conditions that made this
transformation possible, and to explain how central
notions such as ontological independence,
objectivity, scientific truth, and correspondence
were reconstructed within this transition. Particular
attention is given to the distinction between
metaphysical and scientific realism, the revival of
correspondence conceptions of truth, and the
attempt of contemporary realist approaches to
preserve objectivity without reverting to naive
assumptions about direct and unmediated access to
reality (Ghadiri, 2020; Ghadiri & Saeidi Mehr,
2017; Glanzberg, 2025). In this sense, the
epistemological movement toward realism can be
understood as an attempt to retain the active role of
the knowing subject while resisting the stronger
idealist conclusion that reality itself is ontologically
dependent upon cognition.

Methodologically, the study adopts a descriptive-
analytical and conceptually comparative approach
appropriate  to research in  philosophical
epistemology. Rather than treating the history of
twentieth-century  philosophy as a simple
succession of schools, the analysis reconstructs the
conceptual tensions that generated the movement
from idealism toward realism and examines how
these tensions were expressed in metaphysics,
theories of truth, philosophy of science, and
epistemic accounts of objectivity. The inquiry
draws on contemporary interpretations of idealism

V¥

and realism as well as major discussions
concerning metaphysical realism, scientific
realism, truth, and objectivity (Guyer &
Horstmann, 2026; Miller, 2026; Nola, 2018).
Particular emphasis is placed on the philosophical
significance of the critique of British idealism,
including the rejection of the doctrine of internal
relations and the increasing insistence that the
existence and identity of objects cannot be wholly
reduced to their relations within an all-
encompassing conceptual or spiritual totality. The
emergence of logical analysis in the work
associated with the early analytic tradition further
altered the methodological landscape by promoting
conceptual precision, propositional analysis, and a
sharper distinction between linguistic
representation and the structure of reality. These
developments created an intellectual environment
in which questions about the external world could
be reformulated without presupposing that the
world must be constituted by consciousness.
Contemporary debates concerning conceptual
relativity and internal realism demonstrate,
however, that the resulting realist position cannot
simply ignore the mediating role of conceptual
schemes (Ghadiri, 2021; Ghadiri & Saeidi Mehr,
2018). Accordingly, the study analyzes realism not
as a doctrine of epistemic immediacy but as a
position committed to distinguishing the
conceptual dependence of human knowledge from
the ontological independence of what is known.

The analysis indicates that one of the most
important foundations of the twentieth-century
realist turn was the growing dissatisfaction with
idealism’s ability to explain the apparent
independence, resistance, and stability of the
external world. The critique of idealism was
strengthened by the emergence of approaches that
distinguished between the act or content of
cognition and the object toward which cognition is
directed, thereby undermining the inference that
because reality is known through mental or
conceptual structures, it must therefore depend
ontologically upon those structures. Contemporary
discussions of realism similarly emphasize that
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epistemic dependence does not entail ontological
dependence: the fact that human beings require
language, concepts, perceptual capacities, and
theoretical models to know the world does not
establish that the world itself is created or
constituted by those epistemic resources (Ghadiri,
2020; Miller, 2021). This distinction became
crucial for the reconstruction of metaphysical
realism, according to which objects and states of
affairs possess determinate features independently
of whether they are recognized, described, or
conceptualized by human observers. Debates
surrounding Putnam’s internal realism, conceptual
relativity, and anti-realist challenges further
clarified the philosophical difficulty of speaking
about a completely scheme-independent world
while simultaneously preserving the realist
intuition that reality exceeds any particular
conceptualization of it (Alaeinejad & Hojjati,
2017; Ghadiri & Saeidi Mehr, 2017; Hojjati &
Panahi, 2013). The findings therefore suggest that
mature twentieth-century realism emerged not by
denying the interpretive and conceptual character
of knowledge, but by introducing a systematic
distinction between the conditions under which
reality becomes intelligible to human subjects and
the conditions under which reality exists. This
distinction provided an important response to
skepticism and relativism while allowing realism to
avoid the simplistic assumption that knowledge
directly reproduces reality without mediation.

A second major finding concerns the catalytic role
of modern science in strengthening realist
interpretations of knowledge. Scientific realism
holds that successful scientific theories should not
be interpreted merely as convenient instruments for
prediction but as approximately true accounts of a
mind-independent world, including its
unobservable entities, structures, mechanisms, and
causal relations (Chakravartty, 2020; Psillos,
2023). This position typically combines semantic,
epistemic, and ontological commitments: scientific
statements are understood as genuinely referring to
entities and processes, well-confirmed theories can
provide justified knowledge of such entities, and

o

many of the unobservable structures postulated by
mature scientific theories are taken to exist
independently of scientific discourse. The
explanatory force of scientific realism is closely
associated with the idea that the sustained
predictive and technological success of science
would be difficult to understand if successful
theories bore no significant relation to the structure
of reality. Yet twentieth- and twenty-first-century
philosophy of science also exposed important
difficulties for strong forms of realism, including
the pessimistic meta-induction from the historical
abandonment of previously successful theories and
the underdetermination of theory by empirical
evidence. Contemporary realist approaches have
consequently become more selective and fallibilist,
defending notions such as approximate truth,
structural continuity, selective realism, and the
retention of successful reference across theoretical
change (Chang, 2022; Psillos, 2023). These
developments demonstrate that scientific realism
need not imply the infallibility or finality of current
scientific knowledge. On the contrary, its
philosophical strength lies in combining epistemic
fallibilism with ontological commitment: scientific
theories can be incomplete, revisable, and
historically conditioned while still progressively
disclosing features of a reality that does not depend
upon those theories for its existence.

A third central dimension of the realist
reconstruction concerns the theory of truth and the
corresponding redefinition of objectivity. Whereas
influential  idealist and coherence-oriented
approaches tended to understand truth in terms of
the systematic consistency of beliefs within an
integrated  conceptual ~ framework,  realist
epistemology renewed the claim that the truth of a
proposition ultimately depends on how things stand
in the world. Contemporary correspondence
theories no longer require a crude picture in which
linguistic statements mirror reality item by item;
instead, they analyze truth through relations among
propositions, reference, facts, states of affairs, and
truthmakers (Beall & Middleton, 2024;
Glanzberg, 2025). The continuing importance of
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correspondence lies in its ability to preserve the
distinction between believing that something is the
case and its actually being the case, thereby making
error, correction, and rational disagreement
intelligible. This distinction is equally important
for scientific realism, because theories can only be
regarded as progressively more adequate if there is
a reality independent of those theories against
which their claims may succeed or fail (Blackburn,
2018; Psillos, 2023). The study also finds that
contemporary realism has transformed the meaning
of objectivity. Objectivity is no longer best
understood as the total elimination of the knowing
subject, because all inquiry necessarily employs
concepts, languages, instruments, methods, and
historically ~ developed  practices.  Instead,
objectivity is increasingly construed in terms of
publicly accessible standards, reproducibility,
criticism, evidential accountability, and the
capacity of claims to survive intersubjective
scrutiny (Nola, 2018). This conception allows
realism to acknowledge conceptual and linguistic
mediation while maintaining that reality constrains
interpretation. It also provides a response to radical
relativism: different conceptual frameworks may
shape how reality is described, but they do not
necessarily render all descriptions equally valid,
because evidence, explanatory power, logical
consistency, and resistance from the world
continue to impose standards of evaluation
(Ferraris, 2018).

In conclusion, the twentieth-century transition
from idealism to realism should be understood as a
complex reconstruction of epistemology rather
than as the simple replacement of one metaphysical
doctrine by another. Its lasting importance lies in
the distinction it established between the conditions
of knowing and the conditions of being. Human
knowledge is inevitably mediated by conceptual
frameworks, linguistic  structures, perceptual
capacities, scientific instruments, and historically
situated practices, yet these mediations do not
require the conclusion that reality itself is
dependent upon the human mind. Modern realism
therefore combines two commitments that might
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initially appear to stand in tension: the
independence of reality and the fallibility of
knowledge. The first prevents knowledge from
collapsing into subjectivism or unrestricted
relativism, while the second prevents realism from
becoming dogmatic or epistemically naive. The
epistemological significance of scientific progress
can likewise be understood through this balance:
scientific knowledge develops not because existing
theories are final representations of reality, but
because inquiry permits continuous criticism,
correction, refinement, and increasingly adequate
explanation. The correspondence conception of
truth strengthens this framework by maintaining a
principled distinction between what is believed and
what is the case, while contemporary accounts of
objectivity relocate epistemic authority in public,
criticizable, and reproducible procedures rather
than in an impossible standpoint detached from all
human conditions. The broader philosophical result
of this transformation is a redefinition of the human
knower: the subject is neither the passive mirror of
a fully transparent world nor the creator of a reality
dependent upon consciousness, but a fallible
investigator whose concepts and theories are
continuously tested against an independent order of
things. In this respect, twentieth-century realism
provides a durable philosophical foundation for
scientific rationality, criticism, and the possibility
of objective knowledge while remaining
sufficiently flexible to recognize the historical,
linguistic, and conceptual conditions through
which human beings encounter and interpret the
world.
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