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The problem of universals and its relation to language constitutes one of
the most fundamental issues in the philosophical tradition, particularly in
early medieval thought. This article examines three major philosophical
approaches—extreme realism, moderate realism, and nominalism—in
early medieval philosophy with respect to their views on universals and
language. To achieve this goal, the study analyzes the treatises of key
thinkers of this period along with classical commentaries written on their
works. The findings of the research indicate that understanding the
position of language is not possible without analyzing its relationship
with universals, epistemology, and ontology. From the perspective of
extreme realism, whose foundations can be traced back to Plato,
universals exist independently in the realm of Forms, and language is
regarded as a shadowy or imaginary reflection of these universals. In
contrast, moderate realism maintains that universals exist in the mind as
the result of abstraction, and thus language is subordinate to thought. This
view is closely associated with the Aristotelian hylomorphic framework
of matter and form, according to which universals do not exist in a
separate realm but are instantiated in substances. Finally, nominalism
denies the existence of universals both in a transcendent realm and as real
entities, considering them merely as mental concepts. From this
standpoint, language is understood as a system that represents mental
concepts rather than objective realities. This article investigates these
three philosophical currents in early medieval thought and analyzes their
respective conceptions of language through the ideas of prominent
medieval thinkers.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The problem of universals (universalia) and their relation to language has long been recognized
as a central issue in the history of philosophy, especially within early medieval thought. This
debate is not merely a logical or semantic dispute but is deeply embedded in broader ontological
and epistemological frameworks. The central objective of this article is to examine how three
major philosophical positions—extreme realism, moderate realism, and nominalism—
conceptualized the nature of universals and, correspondingly, the status and function of
language in the early Middle Ages.

The article aims to demonstrate that linguistic theory in medieval philosophy cannot be
meaningfully understood in isolation from metaphysical and epistemological commitments.
Each position regarding universals leads to a distinct conception of language: whether language
reflects independent realities, represents conceptual abstractions, or merely names mental
constructs. By analyzing these positions comparatively, the study seeks to clarify how debates
on universals structured medieval approaches to meaning, signification, and cognition.

The necessity of this research arises from the fact that discussions of medieval philosophy of
language often treat linguistic issues as secondary or purely technical. This study challenges
that assumption by showing that theories of language are organically connected to views about
reality, knowledge, and cognition. Consequently, the article contributes to a more integrated
understanding of early medieval philosophy, situating linguistic theory at the heart of
philosophical inquiry.

Research Questions
This study is guided by the following research questions:

How did early medieval proponents of extreme realism, moderate realism, and nominalism
conceptualize universals?

What ontological and epistemological assumptions underlie each of these positions?
How did these assumptions shape their respective theories of language?

In what ways does the relationship between language and universals differ across these three
philosophical frameworks?

Why is it impossible to understand medieval theories of language without reference to their
accounts of universals?

Methodology

The research adopts a descriptive—analytical and historical-comparative methodology based on
library research. Primary sources include philosophical and theological treatises of early
medieval thinkers, along with classical commentaries written on their works. These texts are
examined within their historical and intellectual contexts to reconstruct the underlying
philosophical assumptions governing each position.

The methodological steps of the study include:
Textual Analysis:

Core texts associated with each philosophical school are analyzed to identify their explicit and
implicit positions on universals and language.
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Conceptual Reconstruction:

Key concepts such as universals, signification, abstraction, and mental concepts are
reconstructed to clarify how they function within each framework.

Comparative Evaluation:

The three positions are systematically compared to highlight both their points of divergence
and their shared concerns.

Interdisciplinary Integration:

Insights from logic, metaphysics, epistemology, and the philosophy of language are integrated
to demonstrate the comprehensive nature of the debate.

This approach allows for a coherent and balanced examination of philosophical positions
without privileging one school over others.

Findings
The findings of the study can be summarized in the following points:
Extreme Realism and Transcendent Universals

Extreme realism, rooted in Platonic philosophy, holds that universals exist independently in a
transcendent realm. From this perspective, language does not generate meaning autonomously
but merely imitates or reflects eternal universals. Linguistic expressions are considered
shadows or representations of forms that exist beyond sensory and mental realms.

Language as Secondary Representation

In extreme realism, language lacks ontological autonomy. Meaning is grounded in transcendent
realities, and linguistic signs only indirectly participate in truth.

Moderate Realism and Mental Abstraction

Moderate realism, influenced by Aristotelian metaphysics, rejects the existence of universals in
a separate realm. Universals exist as mental abstractions derived from particular instances.
Language, consequently, is dependent on thought and cognitive processes.

Hylomorphic Foundations of Language

The moderate realist account aligns with the Aristotelian theory of matter and form, where
universals exist within individual substances and are apprehended through abstraction.
Language expresses these conceptual forms rather than transcendent entities.

Nominalism and the Denial of Real Universals

Nominalism denies both transcendent and inherent universals, conceiving universals merely as
names or mental constructs. Language functions as a tool for organizing experience rather than
representing objective, universal realities.

Language as Conceptual Representation

From a nominalist standpoint, linguistic terms signify mental concepts rather than real shared
essences.

Interdependence of Language and Ontology

Across all three schools, the study demonstrates that views on language are inseparable from
ontological and epistemological commitments.



Discussion

The comparative analysis reveals that early medieval debates on universals establish distinct
philosophical horizons for understanding language. Extreme realism grounds linguistic
meaning in transcendent ontology, thereby subordinating language to metaphysics. Moderate
realism offers a balanced position by integrating ontology, cognition, and language through
abstraction. Nominalism, by contrast, transforms language into a pragmatic and conceptual
system disconnected from ontological universals.

These differences illustrate that medieval philosophers did not regard language as a neutral
instrument. Rather, language was deeply implicated in questions of truth, knowledge, and
being. The study also shows that medieval philosophy of language anticipated many concerns
of contemporary debates, including the nature of reference, conceptual representation, and
linguistic meaning.

Conclusion

This article concludes that the problem of universals constitutes a foundational framework for
understanding early medieval theories of language. Extreme realism, moderate realism, and
nominalism each provide distinct and internally coherent accounts of the relationship between
language, thought, and reality.

By demonstrating that linguistic theory cannot be separated from ontology and epistemology,
the study contributes to a more comprehensive interpretation of early medieval philosophy. The
results underline the importance of revisiting medieval debates on universals for contemporary
philosophical discussions in the philosophy of language and metaphysics.
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