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Carl Humphries (AIK Krakow) 

Ontological Realism and the Later Wittgenstein 

 

Aim of the presentation 

To understand the implications of contemporary interpretations of the later Wittgenstein for 

ontological realism (and formal ontology) 

 

Key points: 

 there are currently three competing approaches to interpreting the later Wittgenstein – no 

single (exegetically) definitive reading 

 whichever reading we consider, the later Wittgenstein is primarily an anti-dogmatic thinker, 

and any charitable presentation of his ideas should optimally reflect this1 

 each kind of reading must therefore avoid attributing to Wittgenstein positions that involve 

self-contradiction or dogmatism 

 in each case, this requirement has implications for how we should understand his 

relationship to positions that advocate ontological realism (and to formal ontology) 

 

1. Readings of the later Wittgenstein and their implications for ontological realism 

There are three broadly distinct approaches to interpreting the later Wittgenstein: (a) “orthodox” 

readings, (b) “New Wittgenstein” readings, and (c) “elucidationist” readings 

 

a) Orthodox readings 

 Wittgenstein endorses a theory of how we acquire concepts through participation in 

collectively accessible linguistic practices (highlighted via “language games”, “family 

resemblances”, and normative “grammatical” investigations of language use) 

 This imposes intelligibility conditions on our use of concepts and language, binding them to 

specific everyday contexts that need not form a systematic unity  

 Hence, unlike in the Tractatus, we cannot assume that our concepts will disclose a 

systematic (metaphysical or presuppositional a priori) unity, as they do not refer in any 

contextually unmediated way to “reality as such” 

Objection: 

 This makes his later philosophy self-contradictory or dogmatic 

 claims about intelligibility conditions governing our use of concepts and language require us 

to use higher-order and/or metalinguistic terms (“sense”, “meaning”, “reference”, “truth”, 

“understanding”, “language”, “concept”, etc.)  

 Such terms presuppose their own general applicability as a condition of making sense 

 We cannot assume their general applicability, unless they are part of a system of 

terms/concepts that refer in a contextually unmediated way to “reality as such” 

 So they are a counterexample to the account of language acquisition as contextually situated 

Response to the objection:  

 Understand the approach as putting forward a quasi-anthropological account of how specific 

terms/concepts come to be intelligible in specific social-practical settings, without implying 

any general theoretical account of how terms/concepts do so2  

Outcome: 

 We can no longer undogmatically rule out the possibility that our concepts will subsequently 

come to disclose a systematic structure pertaining to “reality as such”  

 Hence, non-scientistic forms of ontological realism can no longer be ruled out on 

linguistic-conceptual grounds  

 The same goes for realist conceptions of mathematics, topology, etc. 

                                                           
1 See Kuusela (2008). 
2 See Meløe (1988); for a more formal, practicality-focused study, see Meløe (1983). 



2 

  

 

b) “New Wittgenstein” readings  

 Wittgenstein pursues the idea of a “grammatical” investigation of human language-use for 

ethically motivated heuristic purposes  

 He wants us to discover for ourselves the anomalies between our attempts at theoretical 

conceptualization and the open-ended, exploratory character of our uses of language in the 

contexts of our ethically engaged lives 

 No theory is proposed (metalinguistic discourse is ultimately to be rejected as “austere 

nonsense” – cf. “resolute” readings of the Tractatus (Diamond, Conant), influenced in turn 

by Stanley Cavell’s ethically oriented “literary” reading of the later Wittgenstein)3 

Objection: 

 For this stance to be self-consistent, the deontically significant affirmation of a radically 

exploratory conception of how language functions must itself be free of non-open-ended (i.e. 

non-defeasible) alethically significant (i.e. putatively theoretical) presuppositions  

 But simply denying that any such presuppositions are involved itself generates a negative 

alethic claim – to the effect that we are not living our lives against the background of any 

absolute alethic commitments (such as, say, foundational metaphysical certainties) 

 Accepting this claim as self-evident and undogmatic implies treating negative non-

defeasible claims asserting the general absence of positive non-defeasible commitments as 

constituting a special case of non-defeasible alethic commitment – but this itself just seems 

dogmatic (cf. the critique of existentialism as “negative (second-order) ontology”)4   

Response to the objection: 

 Change the status of the presuppositionally implied alethic claim that our lives do not rest on 

any non-defeasible alethic commitments – from non-defeasible to defeasible  

Consequence: 

 All possibilities for endorsing/rejecting ontological realism (or other non-explanationist 

frameworks with non-defeasible alethic commitments) remain metatheoretically open 

 

c) Elucidationist readings  

 Wittgenstein pursues the idea of a method of “grammatical” investigation of language-use 

for heuristic purposes, but this is not specifically motivated by any generalized anti-

theoretical or ethical stance 

 Such an investigation not only frees us from illusions about whether our uses of language 

are genuinely meaningful or not, but also discloses substantive positive insights into how we 

conceptualize the world – insights that do not rest on dogmatic theoretical presuppositions 

about language, reality, human life, etc.5 

o e.g. that the difference between how we conceptually understand and experience 

living and non-living things runs much deeper than that between how we 

conceptualize and experience “subjective” and “objective” phenomena  

o only the latter counts as an epistemologically founded difference (hence, for certain 

areas, epistemological concerns are discovered to be non-foundational!) 

Objection/response/outcome: 

 For such a method to be non-dogmatic, it must give equal weight in principle to negative 

and positive insights 

 Principle of parity: treat claims about presence/absence of non-defeasible deontic/alethic 

commitments equally as regards their potentially dogmatic/non-dogmatic status 

 So non-defeasible (metaphysical, metaontological, etc.) commitments supporting  

ontological realism and ontological anti-realism carry an equal burden of demonstration 

                                                           
3 See Cavell (1962, 1979), Diamond (1991), Conant and Diamond (2004). 
4 See Kuhn (1947). 
5 See McGinn (1997). 
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2. More specific implications for metaontological stances (and formal ontology) 

 

a) The problem of nomological explanationism 

 Under all interpretations, Wittgenstein rejects scientism, which he views as dogmatic 

nomological explanationism 

o We should reject appeals to explanatory efficacy (of the kind typified by the natural 

sciences) as an overriding general criterion of success when it comes to describing 

and understanding “phenomena”, “reality”, etc.  

 His concerns are not defused by moving from a proof-based deductive-nomological 

approach to a more pragmatic modelling-based one (inference to best explanation)  

o Any generalizing from paradigms of explanatory success internal to specific domains 

of scientific practice and theorizing will be dogmatic (cf. the generalizing that early 

analytical philosophers thought was inherent in Hegelian idealist metaphysics) 

 Thus, ontological realism and anti-realism as generalized metaontological stances (Quine, 

Carnap) cannot be justified by appeals to the predictive success of science, technology, etc. 

 The same goes for realist and anti-realist conceptions of mathematics, topology, etc. (On a 

charitable interpretation, Wittgenstein is neither a realist nor an anti-realist about these!) 

 

b) The problem of nomological alternativism  

 When we leave scientistic explanationism behind, we still face another form of dogmatism 

relevant to ontological and metaontological matters in philosophy: the fallacy of 

nomological alternativism  

 We should not assume that where explanatory nomological theorizing does not furnish law-

like regularities, some other law-like regularity must be present as an ordering principle 

instead (e.g., manifested in underlying/overarching formal-structural properties, such as 

coherence, orderedness, simplicity, etc.) 

 Such an assumption only makes sense if one holds that emerging (diachronically) modal 

commitments (e.g. that x has become possible or impossible, necessary or contingent) are in 

all cases dependent on more basic synchronically modal commitments (reflecting 

unchanging nomic regularities)6 

 This seems dogmatic once we enter the sphere of human evaluative concerns: 

o Ethical and ethico-political disputes tend to be treated by philosophers as disputes 

over the unchanging foundations of axiological frameworks (e.g. the metaphysics of 

value, deontology, utilitarian principles of decision-making…) 

o But some ethical and ethico-political criteria and frameworks are ex post factum 

temporal-standpoint dependent (defined with reference to specific historically prior 

actualities: e.g. moral luck, holocaust ethics, etc.) 

 

c) Implications for formal ontology 

 

On what basis does formal ontology seek to investigate higher-order ontological phenomena (e.g. 

part-whole relations, relations of grounding, etc.)? 

 If, on the one hand, the postulating of these higher-order relations is seen as directly or 

indirectly validated by explanatory scientific theorizing,  

o then, from an anti-dogmatic late-Wittgensteinian standpoint, formal ontology cannot 

legitimately claim to be presenting ontological insights of a general kind – their 

scope of relevance will be limited to specific explanatory settings (areas of science) 

 

                                                           
6 This assumption is questioned by Wittgenstein (1993, 1998) in his discussions of cultural phenomena in the early 

1930s, and in his late treatment of bedrock certainty (1969). For a formal elucidation of the concept of diachronic 

modality, see von Wright (1984). For explorations of the wider implications of this, see Humphries (2020). For 

discussion of its relationship to logicism and the philosophy of language, see Humphries (2015). 



4 

  

 If, on the other hand, the postulating of these higher-order relations aims to be neutral with 

respect to metaontological commitments (i.e. not linked to specific forms of ontological 

realism or anti-realism – including those derived from the explanatory successes of the 

natural sciences), so that the scope of their relevance they can be regarded as general 

without involving any form of dogmatism,  

o then the constitutive relations (part-whole, dependency/grounding) cannot be 

assumed to be fundamentally characterizable in synchronic terms, as something that 

can be appropriately captured via the formal apparatus of existential quantification 

(even stripped of specific realist or anti-realist commitments) 

 

Instead, in this second case – where cultural and axiological phenomena are to be included in our 

ontological realm of investigation – we must accept (as a theoretical possibility) that in some cases 

the appropriate formal apparatus will be a mode of happenstantial rather than existential 

determination:  

o NOT: “for some existent/existing x, F” 

o BUT: “that there actually is (or was) a-happening-of-x-at-t, for which F” (where F may inter 

alia be the obtaining (or having obtained) of relations of temporal dependency involving x)  

 

So a formal analysis of “ontological matters” can only reach the highest possible level of neutrality 

(= formal inclusiveness) when the apparatus of determination (traditionally corresponding to 

existential quantification) is left open to being only subsequently defined as either appropriately 

existential or appropriately happenstantial (or historical) 

o Some uses of the term “obtain” (“states of affairs obtain”, “relations obtain”) might 

be viewed as already functioning at this level (in Tractarian-style ontologies)  

 

The formally most basic and inclusive apparatus of determination for use in such ontological 

investigations will thus be existential-happenstantial (or, on a tense-specific construal of 

actuality, existential-historical), rather than merely existential 

o [The issue of whether we should opt for a tense-specific approach (with respect to 

cultural/social phenomena and axiological concerns) requires a broader discussion] 
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