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(SPARQL Protocol and RDF Query Language) is a tool to manage data stored in RDF 
triples and structured by OWL ontologies. The most typical task for SPARQL queries 
is to retrieve information from a knowledge base. It can be done, just as in SQL, with 
the “SELECT” command followed by an indication of what should be retrieved and 
the ‘WHERE’ instruction followed by a clause that narrows the search placed in curly 
brackets. A WHERE-clause may contain an RDF graph pattern to which all results 
must conform. Turtle notation can be used to describe graphs, so the query can be 
formulated as follows:

@prefi x owl: <http://www.w3.org/2002/07/owl#> .
@prefi x rdf: <http://www.w3.org/1999/02/22-rdf-syntax-ns#> .

SELECT ?p WHERE { ?p rdf:type owl:Class . }

A graph pattern is created when we replace at least one of the triple’s members 
with a variable whose name begins with the “?” sign. The query presented above will 
produce a list of all knowledge base entities that are classes.

We can also compose much more complicated queries by combining two or more 
graph patterns together and linking them with variables that do not need to occur in 
a SELECT-clause. Therefore, queries can be as precise as needed, and their results can 
be adequate. This possibility was one of the original justifi cations for the development 
of the SW technology: it seemed that the technology could provide a means to navi-
gate effectively over the vast and chaotic collection of information that makes up the 
Internet. The pertinence of this line of justifi cation faded with the rise of web search 
engines like Google,13 but it should be noted that at time of writing Google algorithms 
still fail to deliver adequate results in case of more complicated queries.

This brief presentation of the elements of the SW technology is far from exhau-
stive. Many of its elements have not been mentioned at all, and those mentioned have 
been discussed very concisely. Therefore, one should not treat this chapter as a com-
prehensive introduction to the topic but rather as a necessary context for proposals 
that will be discussed later.

PHILOSOPHICAL KNOWLEDGE
THE HARD PROBLEM OF KNOWLEDGE REPRESENTATION?

The SW technology is best suited for representing defi nite knowledge. Imagine 
having a collection of some objects that have easily discernable features and can be 

13  See Catherine C. M a r s c h a l l, and Fran M. S h i p m a n, “Which Semantic Web?”, in 
HYPERTEXT’03: Proceedings of the Fourteenth ACM Conference on Hypertext and Hypermedia 
2003: 58f., https://dl.acm.org/doi/proceedings/10.1145/900051. 
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grouped in a clear hierarchy of classes. The knowledge about that collection can be re-
presented without any problem; it would be a kind of catalogue. A good example of such 
a catalogue is the current state of the Wittgenstein ontology project: so far, the WAB team 
has produced over fi ve hundred thousand RDF triples that involve over sixty-fi ve thousand 
individual entities, including over fi fty thousand entities for each separate remark by Wit-
tgenstein. The remaining several thousand entities stand for persons, dates and periods of 
time, volumes or books, and others. They are linked together by twenty-six object proper-
ties, including “refersTo,” “hasDate,” or “hasPart,” as well as several data properties.14 

Unfortunately, representing a theory, in particular, a philosophical conception is 
a different story. There are numerous reasons why such a task is highly problematic. The 
fi rst and most important reason is the inherent multi-perspective nature of the humani-
ties.15 The same phenomenon prompts different thinkers to present their own accounts; 
moreover, those accounts, in turn, prompt other scholars to present their own readings of 
these different accounts, bringing about new layers of divergence. Although debates are 
generally possible, they usually result in the formulation of yet more theories and interpre-
tations. There is nothing wrong in this process; this is how knowledge in the humanities 
progresses. However, there is no clear solution to the problem of how to represent such 
knowledge. What are to be the entities and properties in a situation when various perspec-
tives can offer completely different categorisations of a given phenomenon?

The second problem is the contextuality and indefi niteness of conceptions in the hu-
manities. There is nothing strange or unnatural in the existence of their various interpre-
tations: they are structurally open to complementing with new content and for employing 
in various situations that change their meanings. Therefore, knowledge in the humanities 
(philosophy) can never reach its defi nite shape and ultimate interpretation.

There is also a problem of inconsistency: some standpoints in the humanities are 
plainly inconsistent; that is, they contain two or more inconsistent claims. Meanwhile, 
others are inconsistent because it is possible to reach inconsistency through inference. 
Moreover, they can be inconsistent in various ways. For example, the notorious Trac-
tatus 6.54 says that to understand its author is to recognise the Tractarian theses as 
nonsensical, as something one should throw away like a ladder. How to represent this? 
Is there a possibility to create a coherent computational ontology for Wittgenstein’s 
Tractatus or Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit?

Finally, the humanities are often meta-theoretical: various stances include specifi c 
categorisations of the domains about which they theorise. It is tempting to try to repre-
sent such categorisations as computational ontologies of OWL classes, but such attempts 
are doomed to fail because philosophical conceptual structures do not meet the formal 

14  See Alois P i c h l e r  and Øyvind Liland G j e s d a l, Wittgenstein Ontology (Bergen: Uni-
versity of Bergen, 2007), http://ubbdev.gitlab.io/wab-ontology/index-en.html.

15  It should be noted that both this and other features of knowledge in the humanities (philo-
sophy) mentioned in the main text can also be attributed, perhaps to a lesser extent, to scientifi c 
theories.
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strictness requirements of fi rst order calculus. Moreover, categorisations in the humani-
ties are partly grounded in implicit relations between basic concepts that are informal, 
semantic in nature. Thus, if primitive concepts of  ontologies in the humanities cannot be 
mapped directly onto OWL classes, what type of entities should they be? In other words, 
how can one build a computational ontology for a philosophical ontology?

The WAB team has long been aware of those diffi culties, and they have made 
attempts to address them both in their theoretical papers and in the actual shape of 
the Wittgenstein ontology. They tested and subsequently rejected the idea of mapping 
philosophical categorisation onto the  hierarchy of OWL classes.  They also admitted 
both the possibility that various philosophical claims of the same philosopher may 
contradict each other, as well as the possibility that the same philosophical content may 
be interpreted as various conceptual structures.  Furthermore,  they have described 
philosophical content as dynamic, open-ended, vague, and context-dependent.

The WAB answer to the problem of representing philosophical ontologies is the fl at 
and limited hierarchy of classes that are directly responsible for grouping content-related 
entities. In turn, their solution to the other three problems is to introduce a class “Perspec-
tive” and make representations of the philosophical content dependent on it. Diagram 
10 illustrates the current state of the Wittgenstein project class hierarchy. It consists of 
three top-level classes: “Person,” “Source,” and “Subject.” The fi rst of them groups 
entities that represent persons pertinent to the content of the Wittgenstein Nachlass and 
has no child-classes. The “Source” class is the most ramifi ed: its direct child-classes are 
“Primary Source” and “Secondary Source.” The former has four child-classes, including 
the “WittgensteinSource” class that, in turn, has nine child-classes. Those bottom-level 
classes are used to group such Nachlass-related entities as separate remarks (“Nachlass 
Bemerkung”, “Part”), manuscripts (“MS”), and typescripts (“TS”).

The third top-level class, “Subject,” has eight child-classes that constitute the 
bottom level of that branch.19 Four of them, “Language,” “Date,” “Place,” and “TextSub-

16  Amélie Z ö l l n e r-W e b e r and Alois P i c h l e r, “Utilizing OWL for Wittgenstein’s Tractatus,” 
in Papers of the 30th International Ludwig Wittgenstein Symposium (5–11 August 2007, Kirchberg 
am Wechsel), ed. Herbert Hrachovec, Alois Pichler and John Wang (Kirchberg am Wechsel: ALWS, 
2007).

17  See Jakub M á c h a, Rube F a l c h, and Alois P i c h l e r , “Overlapping and Competing 
Ontologies in Digital Humanities,” in DH-CASE ’13: Proceedings of the 1st International Workshop 
on Collaborative Annotations in Shared Environment: metadata, vocabularies and techniques in 
the Digital Humanities (10 September 2013, Florence, Italy), ed. Francesca Tomasi and Fabio Vitali 
(New York: Association for Computing Machinery, 2013).

18  See P i c h l e r, F i e l d i n g, G a n g o p a d h y a y, and O p d a h l, “Crisscross Ontology: Map-
ping concept dynamics, competing argument and multiperspectival knowledge in philosophy,” 63.

19  We have set aside the two classes the WAB team proposed in their most recent paper (see 
ibidem, 70) that are not yet present in the most recent version of the knowledge base (namely, “De-
bate” and “Argument”), although we are far from rejecting their usefulness. This only means that 
they are not pertinent to the proposals discussed in the present paper and that our primary reference 
is the knowledge base itself.
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