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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Ontological pluralism is an emerging approach in analytic philosophy that has been
systematically introduced into the philosophical literature, emphasizing the acceptance of
multiple modes of being and multiple, even conflicting, descriptions of reality. This approach
has especially been presented as an alternative to Quinean ontological monism, seeking to
account for the possibility of various ways of being.

However, two common misconceptions about ontological pluralism have become
widespread: first, the assumption that ontological pluralism is a wholly new approach lacking
historical precedent; and second, the interpretation of it as a single, unified approach with
consistent motivations and presuppositions. The present paper aims to correct these
misunderstandings.

The first thesis of the article is that ontological pluralism has a long-standing history in
philosophy, with pluralistic interpretations traceable in the works of philosophers such as
Thomas Aquinas, Descartes, Meinong, Heidegger, Russell, and Ryle. The second claim of the
paper analyzes two distinct contemporary formulations of ontological pluralism, each shaped
by its own assumptions and concerns, sharing little more than a common name. By presenting
historical examples and clarifying formulations for ontological pluralism, this article seeks to
provide a clear and critical framework for understanding this approach / these approaches.

Historical Examples

The second section explores the historical roots of ontological pluralism, showing that
many philosophers, though not explicitly labeling their views as pluralist, implicitly adhered
to it.

Thomas Aquinas: Following Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas recognized multiple meanings
for “being” and analyzed entities within the ten Aristotelian categories. He drew a fundamental
distinction between the being of God and that of creatures: God is pure and simple being, while
creatures are composite and limited. To resolve the problem of univocal and equivocal
predication, Aquinas introduced the theory of analogy, according to which shared attributes
between God and creatures are used neither in the same sense nor in entirely different senses,
but in an analogous one. Thus, Aquinas envisaged two kinds of being - the pure being of God
and the finite being of creatures - representing an early form of ontological pluralism.

Descartes: For Descartes, the substance of God and that of creatures are ontologically
distinct. God is independent and self-sufficient, whereas creatures are dependent and
contingent. The term substance does not apply to God and creatures in a univocal way; rather,
each possesses a distinct mode of being. This separation reflects the acceptance of two
different kinds of existence.

Meinong: Alexius Meinong divided entities into three groups: material and temporal
objects, ideal and non-material entities, and objects that do not exist. He also distinguished
between existence and subsistence, thereby recognizing multiple types of being. In this sense,
Meinong stands as a paradigmatic figure of ontological pluralism.

Russell: Although Russell, after developing his theory of descriptions, criticized some of
Meinong’s ontological views, he nonetheless maintained the idea of distinct kinds of being in
both his early and later works. For him, “being” is a general property of anything that can be
meaningfully referred to, whereas “existence” applies only to certain things. Numbers,
relations, and universals each possess different modes of being, expressing an ontological
plurality.

Heidegger: Heidegger developed ontological pluralism by identifying six distinct modes
of being: Dasein (the being of human existence), present-at-hand objects, readiness-to-hand
objects or equipment, no-longer-Dasein, life, and subsistence. Each of these modes of being



25 / The Quarterly Journal of Western Philosophy, Vol. 4, No. 3 (Issue 15), October 2025

has its own features and relational structures, demonstrating that different kinds of entities
possess different ontological statuses.

Ryle: Gilbert Ryle, through his notion of category mistake, highlighted the differences
between ontological categories. Using the example of a university and its constituent colleges,
he argued that mind and body belong to different logical categories and cannot be analyzed
within a single ontological framework. Hence, two distinct kinds of being must be
acknowledged in conceptual analysis.

In addition to the figures mentioned above, philosophers such as Plato, Leibniz,
Kierkegaard, Frege, Husserl, Karl Jaspers, Moore, Wittgenstein, Nelson Goodman, and
Richard Rorty have also expressed views that can, in various ways, be interpreted as instances
of ontological pluralism. The precise determination of each philosopher’s pluralistic stance
depends on the conceptual definition and analytical criteria adopted, an issue explored further
in the next section of the article.

Two Contemporary Formulations of Ontological Pluralism

First Formulation: The Plurality of Ways of Being

The first formulation, known as quantificational pluralism, emphasizes the plurality of
ways of being and holds that the difference among entities arises from their modes of existence
rather than from their other characteristics. From the perspective of analytic philosophy, this
approach, through the use of multiple existential quantifiers, recognizes various kinds of
entities - such as abstract objects and spatio-temporal objects - as genuinely existent. For
example, the existence of abstract objects and spatio-temporal objects can be represented by
two distinct quantifiers, 3: and 3, in such a way that each quantifier ranges over its own
specific domain of entities.

This approach contributes to resolving many classical ontological debates, including the
ontological status of certain controversial entities such as abstract objects, scientific laws,
Fregean senses, and the ontological distinction between, for instance, mind and body, or
between possible and impossible beings. Moreover, the notion of “different ways of being”
provides the possibility of analyzing conversational or ordinary objects in a more nuanced
way. Ontological pluralism demonstrates that disagreements concerning different kinds of
entities usually stem from a monistic attitude toward being, and that by acknowledging the
diverse modes of existence for each entity, such disagreements can be better organized and
clarified.

Consequently, ontological pluralism concerning the modes of being allows for discourse
about all entities and, by focusing on the ways of existence, formulates ontological issues and
questions in a more precise and systematic manner. Rather than denying the differences among
entities or reducing ontological discussions to merely linguistic disputes, this approach
expands the scope of ontological analysis and leads to a more accurate understanding of the
various kinds of beings. It thus plays an important role in clarifying and resolving complex
philosophical questions.

Second Formulation: The Plurality of Ontological Descriptions

The second formulation of ontological pluralism focuses on the plurality of ways of
describing the ontological status of the world, and unlike the first formulation (quantificational
pluralism), it emphasizes verbal and linguistic divergences. Eklund was the first to
systematically introduce this approach. He argues that ontological vocabulary, such as the
expression “there exists”, acquires different meanings across languages; therefore, ontological
debates are, for the most part, linguistic disagreements rather than revelations of objective
truths about the world. For example, the question “Is a tomato a fruit or a vegetable?” concerns
not the actual nature of the tomato, but the proper application of words within a particular
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linguistic framework.

Within this approach, no language or descriptive scheme enjoys ontological superiority
over another, and such differences should not lead to ontological preferences, although
practical or functional preferences may be permissible. Ontological pluralism, in this
formulation, denies the ontological priority of one descriptive scheme over others.

In summary, ontological pluralism either focuses on the plurality of ways of being of
entities (the first formulation) or on the plurality of ways of describing the ontological status
of the world (the second formulation). In both cases, the central point is that either entities
themselves exist in diverse modes, or our descriptions of their being are diverse and concept-
dependent, without any single ontological framework being absolutely superior to the others.
This second formulation is generally categorized under a deflationary and anti-realist attitude
in ontology.

Conclusion

This article has been written with the aim of correcting two mistaken presuppositions
regarding ontological pluralism. The first presupposition is that ontological pluralism is a
recent approach in analytic philosophy with no historical antecedents. In response, the article
introduced six philosophers from different periods in the history of philosophy whose views
can be interpreted through a pluralistic reading: Thomas Aquinas (medieval period), Descartes
(early modern period), Meinong (late modern period), and Heidegger, Russell, and Ryle
(contemporary period, including both Continental and analytic traditions). It was demonstrated
how the ontological ideas of these philosophers can be understood as forms of ontological
pluralism.

The second presupposition is that ontological pluralism constitutes a single, coherent
philosophical approach. The article showed that this perspective actually comprises two
distinct formulations: first, quantificational pluralism, which emphasizes the existence of
multiple ways of being; and second, descriptive pluralism, which focuses on the diversity of
ways to describe the ontological status of the world and regards ontological debates, to some
extent, as linguistic and verbal disputes. Each of these formulations arises from different
presuppositions and concerns and relies on separate arguments to defend pluralism.

The overall conclusion is that any discussion of ontological pluralism, before philosophical
judgment or analysis, requires attention to two points: first, acknowledgment of the historical
background and intellectual richness of this approach, and second, clarification of which
specific formulation of pluralism is under consideration.
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