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Abstract: The problem of universals — whether properties shared by many
particulars, such as redness, humanity, or beauty, possess an existence of their
own remains among the most persistent questions in metaphysics. Three
positions have dominated the debate: realism, which grants universals objective
existence, either transcendent (Plato) or immanent (Aristotle); nominalism,
which denies their existence and reduces them to linguistic convention; and
conceptualism, which locates universals within human cognition. This article
offers a critical re-examination of these positions, tracing their historical
development from Plato through the medieval scholastics to contemporary
analytic metaphysics, and assessing each against the criteria of explanatory
adequacy, ontological economy, and epistemic accessibility. It argues that
realism, though explanatorily powerful, requires refinement to escape
metaphysical excess; nominalism, though parsimonious, cannot account for
resemblance and law-likeness; and conceptualism, though epistemically
plausible, risks subjectivism. Drawing on Kwasi Wiredu's conceptual
decolonization, Kwame Gyekye's relational ontology, Babalola Balogun's method
of ethnolysis, and the Yoruba concepts of ase and iwa, the article develops a
moderate relational realism in which universals are reconceived not as entities
but as stable relational configurations grounded jointly in the world and in
cognitive engagement with it.
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1. Introduction

The problem of universals stands as one of the most enduring and
foundational questions in the history of philosophy. It concerns the
ontological status of properties or qualities that appear to be shared by
multiple particular objects. When we say that apples, roses, and sunsets are
all “red,” or that Ronaldo and Messi are both “human,” we implicitly assume
that there is something common to these distinct entities. The central
philosophical question is therefore: what accounts for this commonality?
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Three dominant metaphysical responses have emerged in answer: realism,
nominalism, and conceptualism.

Each of these responses offers a distinct account of the nature and
existence of universals. Realism affirms that universals are real entities,
existing either independently of particulars or instantiated within them.:
Nominalism denies the existence of universals altogether, reducing them to
linguistic or conceptual conveniences.2 Conceptualism, occupying a
mediating position, holds that universals exist only as mental constructs
formed by human cognition.3

The enduring significance of this debate lies in its far-reaching
implications. The ontological status of universals directly affects our
understanding of scientific laws, linguistic meaning, epistemological
justification, and metaphysical explanation. The intelligibility of scientific
generalization depends on the assumption that properties are repeatable
and objectively grounded, while the very possibility of communication
presupposes shared meanings, which in turn appear to require some
account of universality.

This article offers a critical re-examination of the problem of universals
by engaging both classical philosophical traditions and contemporary
analytic developments, and by bringing the debate into conversation with
African philosophy, an engagement that remains rare in the mainstream
literature on universals. It argues that while realism provides the strongest
explanatory framework, it requires significant refinement to avoid
metaphysical excess. Nominalism, though ontologically parsimonious, fails
to account adequately for resemblance and law-likeness. Conceptualism
captures important epistemological insights but risks collapsing into
subjectivism.

The central thesis advanced in this study is that a refined moderate
realism, augmented by relational and cognitive insights drawn from African
philosophy — particularly Yoruba ontology — offers the most coherent and
philosophically defensible account of universals. On this view, universals
are reconceived not as independently existing entities but as structured
patterns of instantiation grounded jointly in the world and in cognitive
engagement with it. The article proceeds as follows. Section two traces the
historical foundations of the debate from Plato to the medieval scholastics.
Sections three to five examine realism, nominalism, and conceptualism in
turn, assessing their respective strengths and weaknesses. Section six
introduces the African philosophical intervention, through the work of
Wiredu, Gyekye, and Balogun. Section seven develops the Yoruba

1 Bob Hale, “Realism,” Encyclopedia Britannica, 2020.
2 Britannica Editors, “Nominalism”, Encyclopedia Britannica, 2018.
3 Miller Robert George, “Conceptualism,” New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2018.
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ontological framework centred on ase and iwa. Section eight synthesizes
these strands into a relational reconstruction of the problem of universals,
and section nine concludes.

2. The Historical Foundations of the problem of universals

2.1. Plato and Transcendent Realism

The origins of the problem of universals are traditionally traced to
Plato's theory of Forms. Plato posits that beyond the world of sensible
particulars lies a realm of abstract, immutable entities, which he calls the
Forms. The Forms constitute the true objects of knowledge, and particular
objects are what they are by participating in these Forms.4 All beautiful
things, for instance, are beautiful because they participate in the Form of
Beauty itself. This Form exists independently of any particular instance and
serves as the standard by which all instances are judged. Plato's theory
provides a powerful account of objectivity and universality: by grounding
properties in an independent realm of Forms, it explains how different
objects can share the same property without reducing that property to mere
linguistic convention. The view is not without difficulty, however. Plato's
realism faces the so-called Third Man Argument, which challenges its
coherence by suggesting that if a Form explains the similarity among
particulars, then a further Form is needed to explain the similarity between
the Form and its instances, generating an infinite regress.s

2.2, Aristotle and Immanent Realism

Aristotle rejects Plato's transcendent Forms and develops instead an
immanent realism, according to which universals exist only insofar as they
are instantiated in particular substances.® For Aristotle, universals are not
separate entities but aspects of the structure of individual things. This
position avoids the regress that troubles Plato's theory while preserving the
explanatory role of universals. It nonetheless raises a distinct difficulty: how
can a universal be both one and many, that is, how can a single universal be
wholly present in multiple particulars at once?

4 Christopher Gill, “Translating Plato,” Plato: Complete Works by J. Cooper et al.
Phronests, 43 (2), 1998. pp.197-206

5 Ibid., p. 132.

6 Cohen, S. Marc. and C.D.C. Reeve, “Aristotle's Metaphysics”, The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman (eds.), 2025.
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2.3. Medieval Developments: Augustine, Boethius, Aquinas, Scotus,
and Ockham

The medieval period saw a sophisticated elaboration of the debate.
Augustine integrates Platonic realism into Christian doctrine by identifying
universals with divine ideas in the mind of God.” This move preserves the
objectivity and eternity of universals while grounding them in a theological
context, though it shifts the problem from a purely metaphysical domain to
a theological one. Boethius, in his commentaries on Porphyry's Isagoge,
plays a crucial role in transmitting the problem to the medieval schools by
formulating its central questions: whether universals exist; if they exist,
whether they are corporeal or incorporeal; and whether they exist
independently or only in particulars.8 These questions set the agenda for
scholastic debate for the next several centuries.

Thomas Aquinas defends a moderate realism, arguing that universals
exist ante rem, in the mind of God prior to creation; in re, in the things that
instantiate them; and post rem, as concepts abstracted by the human mind.9
This tripartite scheme attempts to reconcile the objectivity secured by
Augustine's theological realism with the immanence favoured by Aristotle.
John Duns Scotus takes the debate in a further direction with his doctrine
of the formal distinction: a common nature, such as humanity, is present in
each individual and is only formally, not really, distinct from the
individuating principle, or haecceitas, that makes each particular the
unrepeatable thing it is.1® Scotus thus attempts to preserve a genuinely
shared nature across individuals while explaining, through haecceitas, why
no two individuals are numerically identical. William of Ockham reacts
sharply against this proliferation of formal distinctions and common
natures. Guided by the principle of parsimony that bears his name, Ockham
denies that common natures exist even formally within individuals;
universals, on his account, are mental or linguistic signs predicable of many
things, not features of the things themselves.* Ockham's position marks a
decisive step from realism toward nominalism and anticipates many of the
arguments examined in section four below.

7 Lewis Ares, Augustine and the Trinity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2010. p. 83.

8 John Marenbon (ed.)., The Cambridge Companion to Boethius. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 20.

9 Jason T. Eberl, The Routledge Guidebook to Aquinas' Summa Theologiae. London:
Routledge, 2015, p. 85.

10 Richard Cross, Duns Scotus. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.

1 Paul, Vincent Spade, “Ockham's Nominalist Metaphysics: Some Main Themes” In
Paul Vincent Spade (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Ockham. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999, pp. 100-117.
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3. Realism: explanatory power and limits

3.1 The explanatory power of realism

Realism remains the most intuitively compelling account of universals
because it provides a robust explanation of similarity, predication, and
scientific law. When two objects are similar, realism explains this by
positing a shared universal: two red objects resemble each other because
both instantiate the universal Redness.!? Statements such as “Socrates is
wise” attribute a property to a subject, which realism interprets as a relation
between a particular and a universal. Scientific laws, moreover, presuppose
the existence of repeatable properties; Armstrong argues that laws are best
understood as relations between universals, rather than as mere regularities
among particulars.13

Despite these strengths, realism faces several serious objections. The
epistemological problem, pressed influentially by Benacerraf, asks how we
could know abstract entities at all, given that there appears to be no causal
connection between such entities and human cognition.4 The problem of
ontological inflation notes that realism commits us to a vast ontology of
abstract entities, raising concerns about parsimony. Finally, the
instantiation problem observes that the relation between universals and
particulars remains obscure: it is unclear, in a literal sense, how a universal
can exist “in” a particular without either being wholly reducible to it or
requiring some further relation to explain the connection.

4. Nominalism: ontological parsimony at a cost

Nominalism rejects universals and seeks to explain shared properties
in terms of language, resemblance, or particularized properties. Building on
the trajectory begun by Ockham, nominalism's primary advantage is its
ontological economy: by denying universals, it avoids commitment to
abstract entities.'s Yet the position faces a well-known difficulty. Armstrong
argues that resemblance nominalism generates a resemblance regress: if
resemblance explains similarity, resemblance itself stands in need of
explanation, and that explanation threatens an infinite regress of further
resemblances.’® Nominalism, in addition, struggles to explain why scientific
laws hold universally rather than merely accidentally, since a purely

2 David Mirian A., Universals: An Opinionated Introduction, London: Routledge,
2018. p. 45.

13 Ibid., p. 82.

14 Paul Benacerraf, “Mathematical Truth”, Journal of Philosophy 70(19), 1973,
pp-661-679.

15 Quine, W.V. O. “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”, In From a Logical Point of View.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961, p. 30.

16 Armstrong, Universals, p. 51.
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nominalist ontology has no resource, beyond brute regularity, to distinguish
a genuine law from an accidental pattern that has so far held without
exception.

5. Conceptualism: a middle ground

Conceptualism is most clearly articulated in the work of Peter Abelard,
who sought a middle path between realism and nominalism. Abelard
rejected both the realist claim that universals exist independently of
particulars and the nominalist view that universals are merely words.
Instead, he argued that universals are concepts formed in the mind through
abstraction.” For Abelard, the universal “humanity” does not exist outside
the mind, nor is it reducible to a linguistic label; rather, it is a mental
representation capturing the common features of individual human beings.

The conceptualist approach is developed further in early modern
philosophy, particularly by John Locke, who argues that general ideas are
formed through a process of abstraction in which particular features are
omitted to produce a general concept.’8 Locke's account is challenged by
Berkeley, who denies the very possibility of abstract general ideas.?9 This
critique exposes a central tension within conceptualism: the difficulty of
explaining how abstraction operates without smuggling in either a hidden
particular or a hidden universal.

At the core of conceptualism is the claim that universals exist only
within the mind, formed through cognitive processes that identify
similarities among particulars. Abstraction is the mechanism by which such
concepts are formed: by attending to shared features and setting aside
differences, the mind constructs general concepts applicable across many
instances. Conceptualism thereby shifts the focus of the problem of
universals from ontology to epistemology, asking not whether universals
exist independently but how we come to form general concepts in the first
place. Its principal advantage is again ontological economy, since it avoids
positing abstract entities,2° and it aligns well with contemporary cognitive
science, which emphasizes the role of mental representation in classification
and categorization.

A major challenge for conceptualism, however, is explaining the
apparent objectivity of universals. If universals exist only in the mind, how
can they serve as the basis for objective knowledge? Armstrong observes

17 John Marenbon, “Peter Abelard”, in A Companion to Philosophy in the Middle
Ages. 2005, pp. 485-493.

18 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1975, p. 41.

19 Tom Stoneham, "George Berkeley: A treatise concerning the principles of human
knowledge," 2005.

20 Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”, p. 19.
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that scientific laws appear to describe real features of the world, not merely
mental constructs.2t Conceptualism must also explain how different
individuals come to share the same concepts: if universals are mental, what
guarantees their uniformity across different minds? Berkeley's critique
compounds these doubts, since it is unclear how the mind can form a
concept that is neither particular nor determinately specific.22 Later
philosophy has revisited conceptualism in a moderate form that
incorporates minimal realist elements: on this hybrid view, universals are
constructed by the mind but constrained by objective features of reality;
concepts are intersubjective, grounded in shared human cognitive
structures; and scientific laws are treated as reflections of stable patterns in
reality rather than as mere mental projections. This moderate
conceptualism preserves the strengths of the classical position while
addressing its principal weaknesses, and it anticipates the relational
reconstruction proposed in section eight below.

6. The African philosophical intervention

6.1 Wiredu's conceptual decolonization

Kwasi Wiredu's Conceptual Decolonization challenges Western
metaphysical categories and emphasizes linguistic and cultural context. His
notion of conceptual decolonization is primarily methodological: he calls for
a critical examination of the conceptual frameworks inherited from Western
philosophy and advocates the use of indigenous African languages and
conceptual schemes as a basis for philosophical analysis.23 The project
emerges from the recognition that colonialism was not merely a political
and economic phenomenon but also a conceptual imposition; Western
categories such as substance, mind, and truth have often been applied
uncritically to  African thought, producing distortion and
misunderstanding.24 For Wiredu, philosophical clarity requires examining
whether imported concepts accurately reflect African realities, since
language embodies conceptual schemes that philosophy cannot responsibly
ignore.

Furthermore, Wiredu argues that African languages contain
conceptual resources capable of illuminating philosophical problems in
ways that Western languages cannot. For instance, some Akan concepts do
not correspond neatly to Western metaphysical categories, thereby

21 Armstrong, Universals, p. 45.

22 Stoneham, 'George Berkeley'.

23 Wiredu Kwasi, Cultural Universals and Particulars: An African Perspective.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996, p. 136.

24 Ibid., p. 137.
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challenging received assumptions about universality.2s This linguistic turn
seeks to uncover implicit assumptions embedded in philosophical discourse
and to replace them with concepts grounded in indigenous languages.
Wiredu's critique of conceptual imperialism highlights the dangers of
adopting foreign conceptual frameworks without critical scrutiny, since
such adoption, he argues, breeds conceptual confusion and philosophical
dependency.2¢

Conceptual decolonization makes several significant contributions: it
exposes hidden assumptions in philosophical discourse, promotes
intellectual autonomy, and enriches philosophy by introducing diverse
conceptual perspectives. It also faces important criticisms. By emphasizing
language, Wiredu risks reducing philosophical problems to linguistic ones,
and critics have argued that not every philosophical issue can be resolved
through linguistic analysis.2? If philosophical concepts are tied to specific
languages, this raises concerns about incommensurability between
conceptual schemes, while the use of indigenous languages in academic
philosophy also faces practical obstacles, including limited standardization
and constrained global accessibility.

6.2. Gyekye's relational ontology of personhood

Kwame Gyekye advances a relational ontology that articulates an
African conception of personhood grounded in the interplay between
individuality and communal belonging. In his analysis of African
communitarianism, Gyekye argues that reality is fundamentally relational:
the individual is embedded in a network of social relationships.28 Unlike
radical communitarian thinkers, however, Gyekye insists that the individual
retains intrinsic worth and autonomy,?9 a position often described as
moderate communitarianism, balancing communal obligation with
individual right and rejecting the view that the individual is wholly
constituted by the community.

Gyekye holds that African metaphysics is inherently relational,
emphasizing interconnectedness over atomistic individuality.30 This
relational account of personhood offers a balanced alternative to both

25 Wiredu Kwasi, ‘Toward Decolonizing African Philosophy and Religion', African
Studies Quarterly 1, 1998, no. 4: 17-46.

26 Wiredu, Cultural Universals and Particulars, p. 140.

27 Paulin J. Hountondji, "African philosophy, myth and reality." Thought and Practice
Journal: The Journal of the Philosophical Association of Kenya 1(2), 1974, pp. 1-16.

28 Gyekye Kwame, Tradition and Modernity: Philosophical Reflections on the
African Experience. Oxford: Oxford University, 1997, p. 47.

29 Ibid., p. 49.

30 Gyekye Kwame, An Essay on African Philosophical Thought: The Akan
Conceptual Scheme. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995, p. 1 02.
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individualism and collectivism, though it raises the question of whether its
principles can be extended beyond African contexts, and Gyekye's notion of
“relationality” itself requires further clarification if it is to avoid vagueness.
As developed in section eight below, it is precisely this notion of
relationality, generalized beyond persons to entities as such, that provides a
key resource for reconstructing the problem of universals.

6.3. Balogun's method of ethnolysis

Babalola Joseph Balogun's Decolonizing Philosophical Analysis: In
Defence of Ethnolysis presents a further critical intervention in African
philosophy through a methodological proposal he terms “ethnolysis.” He
argues that mainstream philosophical analysis, especially in the analytic
tradition, has become overly dependent on linguistic reductionism and
therefore fails to capture the depth and complexity of African philosophical
concepts.3! In response, he proposes ethnolysis as a decolonizing and
reconstructive method that integrates linguistic analysis with ethnographic
resources such as proverbs, myths, oral traditions, divination poetry, rituals,
songs, aphorisms, and folklore, seeking thereby to preserve the specificity of
African thought while enriching philosophical analysis more generally.

Balogun does not reject philosophical analysis outright; he
acknowledges its historical centrality to conceptual clarification, logical
precision, and the examination of arguments, including within African
philosophy itself, where analysis has been used to examine indigenous
concepts and conduct Afrocentric linguistic inquiry. His claim is narrower:
that the direct transplantation of Western analytic method into African
philosophy is problematic because African intellectual traditions emerged
under social and cultural conditions markedly different from those of the
West. Since African thought developed largely within oral rather than
written cultures, an exclusive reliance on linguistic analysis neglects
dimensions of meaning embedded in communal practice, symbol, ritual,
and oral expression.

Ethnolysis, a term fusing “ethnography” and “analysis,” is presented as
neither ethnography alone nor conventional conceptual analysis alone, but
as a new methodological identity formed by blending the two, intended both
to modify and to decolonize mainstream reductive analysis while preserving
its strengths. Balogun describes ethnography as the holistic,
anthropological study of a people through direct engagement with their
social life and worldview, attending to both linguistic and non-linguistic
dimensions of culture — in African societies, myths, proverbs, folktales,
rituals, oral poetry, songs, and divination systems, each carrying

3t Balogun Babalola Joseph, “Decolonizing Philosophical Analysis: In Defence of
‘Ethnolysis.” South African Journal of Philosophy 42(2), 2023, pp. 144-159.
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philosophical insight accumulated over generations.32 Ethnolysis, however,
is not the analysis of ethnographic material for its own sake; it uses
ethnographic resources as supplementary instruments for clarifying African
philosophical concepts, aiming at a more balanced and accurate
understanding than linguistic analysis alone could provide.3s In this respect,
ethnolysis directly challenges the assumption that language alone suffices
for the conceptual clarification of realism, nominalism, and conceptualism,
and it is this challenge that motivates the turn, in the sections that follow, to
Yorub4 ontological resources for reconstructing the problem of universals.

7. Foundations of Yoruba ontology: being as dynamic and
relational

Yoruba ontology does not conceive of being as static substance but as
dynamic and relational; reality is understood in terms of interactions
between visible and invisible forces rather than as a set of discrete, self-
standing entities.34 Central to Yortuib4 metaphysics is the concept of ase’,
commonly translated as “vital force” or “power,” the principle that enables
existence, transformation, and causation.35 Rather than functioning as a
universal in the Western sense, a single entity multiply instantiated — ase
operates as a relational force that manifests differently according to context.

In Yorub4 ontology, the sharp distinction between universals and
particulars  characteristic of Western metaphysics does not
straightforwardly arise, because properties are not treated as abstract
entities but as expressions of relational forces. What Western philosophy
might describe as the universal “beauty” would, in Yoruba thought, be
understood as a manifestation of harmonious relations mediated by ase.
Yorub4 metaphysics thus emphasizes relationality over abstraction: entities
are defined not by intrinsic properties alone but by their position within a
network of relations.3¢

As Balogun argues, many African concepts possess layers of meaning
that cannot be fully recovered through etymological or semantic analysis
alone.3” Linguistic reductionism risks simplifying such concepts excessively
and thereby distorting indigenous understanding. Philosophers who rely
solely on language, he contends, risk incomplete or inaccurate

32 Ibid., p. 152.

33 Ibid., p. 153.

34 Idowu E. Bolaji, Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief, London: Longmans, 1962,
p-169.

35 Abimbola Wande, An Exposition of Ifa Literary Corpus. Ibadan: Oxford University
Press Nigeria, 1976, p. 23.

36 Cf. Gyekye, Tradition and Modernity, p. 47, on the relational constitution of
persons, extended here to entities generally.

37 Balogun, 'Decolonizing Philosophical Analysis', p. 153.
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interpretations of African metaphysical, ethical, and epistemological
concepts, including realism, nominalism, and conceptualism. He therefore
recommends supplementing linguistic inquiry with ethnographic resources
capable of revealing hidden cultural assumptions and traditional
explanatory frameworks.

Balogun illustrates this with the Yoruba concept of iwa. Linguistically,
iwa derives from a root meaning “to exist” or “to be,” and scholars have often
rendered it simply as “character”; Gbadegesin, for example, explains iwa as
the character or essence of a being.38 Unlike Aristotelian essence, however,
iwa is not a fixed property but a dynamic quality shaped by relationship and
action, and this linguistic interpretation alone connects the concept mainly
to ethics. Balogun argues that such analysis remains incomplete because it
fails to capture the broader philosophical significance of the concept within
Yoruba thought. Drawing on Yoruba proverbs, aphorisms, oral tradition,
and divination poetry, scholars such as Rowland Abiodun show that iwa
emerges not merely as moral character but as an expression of essence,
beauty, harmony, and existential authenticity.39 The Yoruba aphorism iwa
I'éwa, “character is beauty,” is especially instructive here: it shows that
Yoruba aesthetics cannot be separated from ethics, since beauty, on this
view, is alignment with one's true nature or moral essence rather than mere
physical attractiveness. Ethnographic material of this kind reveals
conceptual relationships invisible to purely linguistic analysis, which is
precisely why Abiodun's interpretation becomes possible only by
supplementing linguistic inquiry with oral tradition and cultural practice.4°

The significance of this analysis is that it shifts the guiding question
from “what things are” to “how things relate.” Realism posits universals as
entities; Yoruba ontology rejects abstract entities of this kind and
emphasizes lived, relational reality instead. Nominalism reduces universals
to linguistic convention; Yoruba ontology, by contrast, recognizes that
shared features are not merely linguistic but arise from real relational
structures. Conceptualism locates universals in the mind; Yorub4 thought
situates meaning in the interaction between mind, language, and world. On
this view, knowledge is not merely a matter of abstract reasoning but
involves participation in relational networks, and what appear, from a
Western vantage point, as universals are better understood as stable
relational configurations grounded in ase and iwa.4t

38 Ibid.

39 Gbadegesin Segun, African Philosophy: Traditional Yoruba Philosophy and
Contemporary African Realities. New York: Peter Lang, 1991, p. 58

40 Balogun, 'Decolonizing Philosophical Analysis', p. 153.

41 Tbid.
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8. Toward a relational reconstruction of the problem of
universals

The preceding analysis suggests that the three classical positions divide
over a shared assumption: that the question of what accounts for
commonality among particulars must be answered either by positing a
further entity (realism), by eliminating the need for one (nominalism), or by
relocating it within the mind (conceptualism). The Yoruba ontological
framework outlined above points toward a fourth path, one that asks not
what universals are but how commonality arises.

On the relational reconstruction proposed here, what realists call a
universal is a stable configuration of relations: a repeatable pattern by which
ase organizes particulars into recognizable kinds. This proposal retains
realism's central insight that resemblance is not arbitrary but grounded in
something objective while discharging its principal liability, the postulation
of a further entity over and above particulars and their relations. It thereby
answers Benacerraf's epistemological objection, since relational patterns,
unlike abstract Forms, are causally embedded in the very particulars that
instantiate them and are, in principle, knowable through engagement with
those particulars rather than through some independent noetic contact with
a separate realm.

Against nominalism, the relational view holds that resemblance is not
merely stipulated by language but explained by the ordering that a relational
pattern imposes on particulars; this blocks Armstrong's resemblance
regress, because the pattern is not one further resembling particular
requiring its own explanation but the relation within which particulars
already stand to one another. Against pure conceptualism, the view insists
that these relational patterns are not solely mental constructions, since iwa,
as understood in Yoruba thought, is a quality that inheres in how a being
conducts itself in the world independently of any observer's classification —
even though it is only through cognitive engagement, abstraction in the
conceptualist's sense, that such patterns come to be recognized and named.
The reconstruction proposed here is thus best described as a moderate
relational realism: relational, because it locates universals in patterns of
relation rather than in free-standing entities; and realist, because those
patterns are not reducible to convention or to mind alone.

One might object that this merely renames the problem: is a “relational
configuration” not simply a universal under another description? The reply
is that the shift is more than terminological. Classical realism treats the
universal as an entity that particulars share by participation or
instantiation, and therefore faces the further difficulty of explaining how
one undivided entity can be wholly present in many places at once. The
relational view, by contrast, treats commonality as a pattern of ordered
relations among particulars and their shared conditions of emergence; no
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single entity need be multiply located, since the pattern simply is the
structure of the relations, and it is this structure, rather than a further
object, that grounds resemblance, predication, and law-likeness alike.

9. Conclusion

The problem of universals, as traditionally formulated in Western
philosophy, presupposes conceptual distinctions between particular and
universal, entity and non-entity that Yoruba ontology does not
straightforwardly share. Read against this background, the debate between
realism, nominalism, and conceptualism appears less as a set of mutually
exclusive final answers than as three partial descriptions of a single
underlying phenomenon: the relational patterning of reality. This article has
argued that a moderate relational realism, informed by Wiredu's conceptual
decolonization, Gyekye's relational ontology of personhood, Balogun's
method of ethnolysis, and the Yoruba categories of ase and iwa, offers the
most coherent account currently available. It preserves realism's
explanatory power, absorbs nominalism's demand for ontological economy,
and honours conceptualism's insight into the cognitive dimension of
universality, while avoiding the distinctive liabilities of each. What have
traditionally been called universals are, on this view, best understood as
stable relational configurations: not entities to be discovered in a separate
realm, nor mere words, nor purely mental constructs, but patterns of
ordered relation that are as real as the particulars, and the engagements, in
which they are manifested. Beyond its contribution to the metaphysics of
universals, the study also illustrates the broader value of engaging non-
Western philosophical traditions on their own terms when addressing
questions long treated as the exclusive preserve of the Western canon.
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