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CHAFT:EE I 

INTRODUCTION 

1. The Problem of __ the . Thesis. 

The problem of this thesis is to compare critically 

the major ontological questions which serve to distinguish 

two outstanding schools of philosophy that represent the 

realistic development of thought. These two schools which 

developed nearly two millennia apart are referred to as Pla­

tonic Realism and N-eo-Realism. However, these schools were 

related to one another more than in name due to a mutual 

ontological bias, so that taken together they represent 

two of the foremost attempts to defend a realistic position. 

Although the problems dealt with by each of the re­

alistic schools were neither unique nor original, the an­

swers which these realists gave to these problems contained 

both uniqueness and originality. Some of these problems 

related to such matters as ontological extensity, novelty, 

linguistics, the subordinate position of epistemology, and 

the nature of error--for each of which distinct explanations 

are offered by both realistic schools. More precisely, 

these problems became prominent as a consequence of the 

latter-day Nee-Realist's refusal to accept the ontological 

limi tations::· imposed by the theory of the earlier Platonic 

realists. In light of this refusal, ontological speculation 
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d . Cri tical __ Realism: .. a view which arose as a reaction to 

Neo-Realism and which forwards the belief that 

physical things exist independently of being known; 
that they may be our objects, but that they are never 
our mental content; that they differ in some respects 
from the quality-groups of our perceptions {e.g. in 
not possessing the secondary qualities which we find 
in our percepts); but that they stand in some causal 
relation to our percepts; that it is possible for sci­
ence to investigate some of these relations and some 
of the relations between physical things, and thus 
gain truftworthy knowledge concerning the laws of their 
actions. 

The terms 11 realism11 and 11Realistic 11 will be used throughout 

the thesis to refer to the movement or school under consid-

eration; the actual designation .will be clear from the con-

text. 

The thesis will limit itself generally to the onto-

logical nature of realism, with an account of the epistem­

ological theory subsumed by each school. No attempt vtill 

be made to account for the other major philosophical areas 
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of inquiry as they relate to realism, namely, logic, history, 

ethics, axiology, and aesthetics. No reference will be made 

to other recent developments or movements that might be call­

ed "realistic" in nature, such as the curr ent revival of 

Thomistic doctrine by Professor Wild and his colleagues who 

refer to themselves as "realists." A second and more prob-

lematic limitation is imposed in treating the modern real­

istic school as a corporate unity, instead of considering 

1. Pratt, Art.(l920), 109. 



) 

each author individua,lly. Actually, a variety of writers 

formed this modern school of realism, and the agreement 

among them concerning the primary tenets of Nee-Realism 

was often more apparent than real. This situation was lat-

er brought out since serious discrepancies became evident 

when these writers extended their views beyond a relative­

ly superficial statement. In keeping with such a limita­

tion, the dialogues of Plato and the cooperative volume, 

The _New_Realism, published by the American realists,will 

serve as the central statement of their respective views. 

3. The Method of the Thesis. - - -.--

The method to be used will be descriptive, compara­

tive, critical, and summary, in that order. The descriptive 

chapters, IL and III, will deal with the basic ontological 

position of each of the realistic schools, giving attention 

to the important tenets of each school such that these may 

later be pinpointed for a more detailed treatment. The 

fourth chapter attempts to show the outstanding similarities 

and dissimilarities which arise in both views of conceptual 

realism, pointing out where the implications arising from 

these differences become the basis for important issues. 

Chapter V directs itself to the task of examining the ade­

quacy of the realistic position in terms of both the inter­

nal structure of each school and of their mutual reliance 

upon an extra world of universals. The principle of possi-
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bility offered by the modern realists as a modification 

to the more restricted ontology of early, Platonic real­

ism is reviewed with attention given to the important ob­

jections created by such an explanation. Finally, the 

conclusions of the thesis are briefly summarized. 

This method, it is believed, offers sufficient 

scope to the questions raised by conceptual realism to 

allow a critical appraisal based upon documented material. 

The emphasis, however, is given over to some of the more 

important qualifying conditions which tend to limit the 

applic ation and value of conceptual realism. In the last 

analysis, the thesis is designed to highlight these qual­

ifying conditions. 
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CHAPT:EB II 

PLATO'S DOCTRINE OF IDEAS 

1. The .. Basic Doctrine. 

The impact of Plato's teachings upon modern thought 

is perhaps best summarized by Whitehead in the vivid and 

often quoted statement that "European philosophical tradi­

tion ••• consists of a series of footnotes to Plato." 1 Arm-

ed with this generalization, one may venture to say further 

that the doctrine of Ideas lies at the heart of every dia­

logue which Plato wrote and has, therefore, had major influ­

ence. This influence, however, itself requires much foot­

noting. Plato's many critics have supplied these footnotes 

in abundance, and have, with certain qualifications, treated 

the doctrine of Ideas as the central point of departure to 

all other elements of his philosophy: mathematical, ethical, 

political, aesthetic, epistemological, and metaphysical. It 

is with the last of these, the ontological aspect, that this 

chapter will deal. 

Historically speaking, the germ of the theory of Ideas 

had been expressed long before the writing of the dialogues. 

On the one hand, the view was already popular that nothing 

in the universe was abiding; everything was in a state of 

flux. Reality was spoken of by Heraclitus as being like a 

1. Whitehead, PR, 63. 
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r iver which constantly flows, never ceasing in its movement. 

One "could not step twice in the same rivers; for other and 

yet other waters are ever flowing on." 1 On the other hand, 

the contrary of this view was expressed by Parmenides with 

equal vigor and certitude, according to which fixity of be­

ing was the ultimate category in the universe. Change on 

this view was an illusion since real being is incapable of 

differentiation. These antinomous views, each claiming to 

express the most fundamental truth about reality, continued 

to influence, if not domina.te, early Greek thought, until 

the advent of Plato. 

When faced with the problem of deciding which, if 

either, or both, of these opposing views beet explained 

reality,2 Plato found what he believed a satisfactory an­

swer through seizing, as it were, both horns of the dilemma. 

Beginning with the universe as a whole, Plato "bifurcates 

the universe into two departments. The first is a flux of 

change, Heracleitue's world; the second a changeless real­

ity, Parmenides::' e. n3 Broadly speaking, Plato conceived of 

the Heraclitean explanation as sufficient to understand the 

nature of phenomenal experience, yet the Parmenidean explan­

ation was both necessary and sufficient to discern the ident­

ically recurring characteristics peculiar to conceptual ex-

1. Nahm, SEGP, 91. 
2. Taylor, PMW, 352. 
3. Joad, GTP, 271. 
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dependence of the particular upon the Idea, some sort of in-

teraction between the two must take place. This interaction 

will be treated more fully later, but for the present it is 

of critical importance never to confuse the abstract charac -

ter of the Ideas with the concrete character of phenomenal 

entities. For example, 

take blueness. Blueness: as conceived is one thing, 
and blueness as perceived is another; the perceived 
blueness varies with each perception, but the con­
ceived blueness remains the same. The perceived qual­
ity is not only unique, it is also impure; the blue 
of the water is mixed with other colors. Moreover, 
the embodied quality falls short of the quality as 
conceived. The ideal line is completely straight; 
the actual line never. Thus universals may be call­
ed abstractions, if the word abstraction bi use4 neu­
trally, without derogation as to realness. 

From such a view, any attempt at a phenomenalistic or phys­

icalistic account of the Ideas would be entirely contrary 

to the spirit of .Plato's intention. Whether or not Plato 

fully escapes this indictment will be brought out later; 

however, in keeping with the intended meaning of the Ideas 

in terms of their intrinsic nature, it may be said that par­

ticular space-time objects are but clue-givers to this na­

ture. No less important to understand is that the Ideas 

help structure, so to speak, our interpretation of such ob-

jects, and thus provide a kind of ideational or ontological 

cement for our physicalistic bricks. 

Another characteristic which may be predicated of 

each participat ing member of the Realm of Ideas is that of 

1. Demos, POP, 179. 
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means to do so. Such is misleading. That an Idea may coa­

lesce with other Ideas, that is to say, "commune" or inter-
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relate with other Ideas, is patent without becoming or fusing 

with that Idea, or complex of Ideas:, to which it is related. 1 

Thus it is admissible to conceive ·or certain Ideas in a rela-

tional complex, or bound by some compound relational charac­

teristic, since ultimately the terms of the relation, or com-

plex, would be quality Ideas. The Idea of Sunhood may desig­

nate the compound relational characteristic of yellow-round-

bright-hot, but such a characteristic is amenable to a partial 

reduction, at least to the extent that the terms "yellow," 

"round," "bright," and "hot" describe its simple qualities. 

In such a case the ultimate terms eo treated may be considered 

as "simples." From this view it is suggested that simples 

form a strong basis in determining the number of Ideas which 

would populate Plato's Realm. Just how many such simples 

there are, however, is yet to be discovered. 

Whereas it may be impracticable to circumscribe arbi­

trarily, and thus limit the possible Ideas of qualities that 

may justly be recognized under Plato's view, a listing of such 

Ideas of qualities could not be extended indefinitely for at 

least two reasons. The first of these becomes evident if one 

accepts Windelband's conjecture that Plato seemed to restrict 

through emphasis the designation of those Ideas expressing 

attributes of worth. The second: the point at which Ideas of 

1. Demos, POP, 191. 



qualities end and Ideas of relations begin is at best vague. 

As one finds in reading the Phaedo, the Ideas of equality 

and inequality are primary examples of Ideas that may be 
1 called relative. These and others, such as sameness and 

difference, must be admitted to membership in the Realm; and 

this inclusion not only introduces additional constituents,, 

thus increasing the population of the Realm, but further 

ser ves to suggest a distinct class of Ideas, namely, that 

of purely relative terms of which Plato "seems never to have 

denied the existence."2 

11. Ideas of Negative Notions. 

A second and considerably more complex category of 

Idea s 1s encountered when dealing with negative notions. 

Under this category many distinct views worthy of mention 

have been advanced by the critics, particularly those by 

Roes . The first of these views is that 11 not-being (which. 

is identified with difference) is a genuine Form, indeed 

one of the greatest Forms.":; At once several possible in­

terpretations arise concerning this view, none of which 

find conclusive support in the dialogues. It is possible, 

on the one hand, to say that 11 purely negative terms like 

'not-beautiful,' 'not good' stand for specific Ideas em­

braced under the generic Idea of not-being or difference. 114 

1. Jowett, DOP, II, 215-217 (Phaedo 74, 75). 
2. Ross, PTI, 281. 
3 . Ibid., 168. 
4. Ibid. 
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Then for sake of gaining a cross-section picture of the Realm, 

it is to be seen that there are three primary levels of exist­

ence implicit in Plato's ontology: Being as such, Ideas or 

Forms, and phenomena. To omit any one of these in a descrip­

tion of Plato's view would do violence to his ontology. This 

is particularly so since Plato's arguments in defense of one 

ontologie level cut across, and draw support from, the other 

two levels. Thus to see the broad scope of Plato's position 

the acceptance of each of the above levels is vital. To gain 

recognition of the dimensions circumscribed by the Realm of 

Ideas as part of the total ontologie picture, both Being and 

phenomena must share the mutual relation as major complements 

of the Ideas. Taken collective, Being, The Ideas, and phen­

omena exhaust the content of the Platonic universe. 1 

1. Strictly speaking, the demiurge constitutes a separate 
category distinct from any of these three. The demiurge 
served a cosmological function (a world-forming god), one 
'\IJ'hich ordered the chaotic universe under the telic guide 
r f the Ideas. 






































































































































































































