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4
B O A R D I N G N E U R AT H ’ S B O AT

Summary: Having reconstructed Quine’s rejection of transcen-
dental perspectives in epistemology (chapter 2) and metaphys-
ics (chapter 3), in this chapter I turn to the question as to how
Quine developed his position. For even though Quine has al-
ways been a science-minded philosopher, he did not adopt a
fully naturalistic perspective until the early 1950s. In this chap-
ter, I reconstruct the genesis of Quine’s ideas by examining his
development in the first decades of his career. After identify-
ing three commitments underlying his naturalism—viz. empiri-
cism, holism, and realism—I trace the sources of these commit-
ments to three distinct phases in Quine’s early development,
showing how his early empiricism gradually evolved into the
naturalistic position that would have such an enormous impact
on analytic philosophy. In particular, I show how Quine’s adop-
tion of a wide-scoped holism was crucial to his development,
thereby providing further evidence for the strong relation be-
tween Quinean naturalism and holism, a relation which already
played an important role in the chapters 2 and 3.1

4.1 introduction

Many excellent papers have been written about the interpreta-
tion of Quine’s naturalism, its scope, and its far-reaching conse-
quences for epistemology, metaphysics, and the philosophy of

1 This chapter is an adapted version of the paper “Boarding Neurath’s Boat:
The Early Development of Quine’s Naturalism” (under review-a), presented
at the University of Zürich. I thank Peter Hylton, Thomas Ricketts, and Hanjo
Glock for their valuable suggestions and comments.
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92 boarding neurath’s boat

mind.2 Little attention has been paid to the genesis of Quine’s
ideas on the subject however. Although historians in recent
years have contributed significantly to an understanding of the
development of Quine’s views on the analytic-synthetic distinc-
tion,3 not much work has been devoted to the steps Quine took
in developing his naturalism.4

Given that Quine did not endorse a naturalistic perspective
until the early 1950s, this fact seems particularly surprising. In
the early stages of his career, Quine never used the term ‘natu-
ralism’ to describe his perspective on the relation between sci-
ence and philosophy.5 Indeed, as we have already seen in sec-
tion 2.4, Quine himself has also noted that he became “more
consciously and explicitly naturalistic” only in the 1950s; that
is, “in the ten years between “Two Dogmas” and Word and Ob-
ject” (1991b, 398).

The question that arises, therefore, is how exactly Quine ar-
rived at the naturalistic position that would have such a tremen-
dous impact on post-war analytic philosophy. In this chapter, I
make a first stab at answering this question by reconstructing
the steps that Quine took in developing his perspective. Build-
ing on Quine’s early writings as well as on the existing liter-
ature about his early views in other domains, I argue that al-
though some features of Quine’s naturalism were already pres-
ent in the early 1930s, the wide-scoped holism that led him to

2 For an outstanding overview, see the papers collected in Føllesdal (2001) or,
more recently, Weir (2014) and Hylton (2014).

3 See, for example, Creath (1987, 1990), Isaacson (1992), Hylton (2001), Man-
cosu (2005), Ben-Menahem (2005, 2006), Isaac (2005, 2011), Ebbs (2011a), Frost-
Arnold (2011, 2013), and Lugg (2012).

4 A possible exception is Murphey’s The Development of Quine’s Philosophy
(2012), which briefly deals with one element of the evolution of Quine’s nat-
uralism, viz. the way in which his physicalistic explication of observation
sentences contributed to his rejection of a phenomenalist epistemology. As
we shall see, however, I disagree with Murphey on some fundamental points.

5 Quine first uses the term ‘naturalism’ in his 1968 John Dewey Lectures “On-
tological Relativity”. See section 1.1.
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reject the analytic-synthetic distinction in “Two Dogmas” also
played a crucial role in his development of the idea that there
is no distinct first-philosophical perspective, thereby providing
further evidence for the strong relation between Quinean natu-
ralism and holism.

This chapter is structured as follows. After identifying three
commitments underlying Quine’s naturalism, viz. empiricism,
holism, and realism (sections 4.2-4.5), I trace the sources of these
presuppositions to three distinct phases within the first decades
of Quine’s career. First, I show that Quine has been attracted to
a behavioristic version of empiricism from the earliest stages of
his philosophical development (section 4.6). Next I argue that
although traces of holism were already present during his grad-
uate years, it took quite some time before he started using this
idea in answering the question of how an empiricist can provide
a satisfying account of logical and mathematical knowledge
(section 4.8). Finally, I argue that when Quine first combined
his empiricism and holism in the late 1940s, he only gradually
started to grasp the radically naturalistic consequences of his
position, a process that culminated in the early 1950s, when he
first adopted his unregenerate realism and endorsed the view
that epistemology is a science, not a distinctively philosophical
project (sections 4.9-4.11).

4.2 quinean naturalism decomposed

In order to reconstruct the development of Quine’s naturalism,
we first need an account of what his position essentially in-
volves. A starting point is provided by our reconstruction of
Quine’s position in epistemology and metaphysics in the pre-
vious chapters, which suggests that at the most general level,
Quinean naturalism consists of two elements: the principled
rejection of transcendental perspectives on reality, and the adop-
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tion of a perspective immanent to our scientific conceptual
scheme.6

(NT) No Transcendence: the rejection of any detached science-
independent perspective on reality.

(SI) Scientific Immanence: the prima facie acceptance of our in-
herited best scientific theories and methods.

Although we have primarily focused on NT in the preceding
chapters, NT and SI together deliver some of the characteristic
naturalistic theses we have encountered. Epistemologically, NT
entails that we ought to abandon the “the Cartesian dream of a
foundation for scientific certainty firmer than scientific method
itself” (PT, 1990g, 19) and SI implies that our scientific theories
do not require “any justification beyond observation and the
hypothetico-deductive method” (TTPT, 1981d, 21). Metaphysi-
cally, NT shows that the transcendental question of “what real-
ity is really like [. . . ] is self-stultifying” (SN, 1992b, 405), whereas
SI implies that ontological questions are “on a par with ques-
tions of natural science” (CVO, 1951a, 211).

Although NT and SI seem to be complementary, they are logi-
cally independent. A sceptic, for example, could accept NT and
deny SI; she might insist that we are not justified in accepting
our best theories about the world from either a philosophical
or a scientific perspective. Conversely, many present-day non-
naturalists will presumably accept some version of SI, granting
that philosophers should at least start out presupposing that
our best scientific theories and methods are largely correct, yet
deny that there is no distinct philosophical perspective from
which those theories and methods might be evaluated.

NT and SI, therefore, provide us with a first indication of
what Quine’s naturalism involves. If we are to reconstruct the

6 See in particular the sections 2.6 and 3.5-3.6 as well as the definitions Quine
provides in (FME, 1975a, 72) and (TTPT, 1981d, 21).
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way in which Quine developed his position, however, we need
something more. For NT and SI are not just philosophical dog-
mas unsupported by any further arguments; if they were, Quine
would be vulnerable to the objection that his naturalism itself
is a transcendental extra-scientific thesis.7 In the next three sec-
tions, I identify three commitments underlying Quine’s natural-
ism as specified above; empiricism, holism, and realism, thereby
tying together some elements we have already found to play an
important role in the chapters 2 and 3. In the sections 4.6-4.11,
then, I reconstruct the development of Quine’s naturalism by
tracing these commitments back to their origins in his work.

4.3 commitment 1 : empiricism

The first commitment underlying Quine’s naturalism as defined
by NT and SI is pretty straightforward. If anything, Quine’s
position presupposes the radical empiricist thesis that all our
information about the world ultimately comes from sense ex-
perience. Indeed, in “Five Milestones of Empiricism” (1975a),
Quine presents naturalism as a distinct stage in the develop-
ment of empiricist philosophy. At several points in the past two
centuries, Quine argues, empiricism has taken a turn for the
better; and the (for now) final milestone of empiricism is natu-
ralism.8 Since Quine thus pictures naturalism as a distinctively

7 For the objection that naturalism is self-refuting because it is itself not sup-
ported by our best scientific theories, see Almeder (1998, 64), Moser and Yan-
dell (2000, 10), and Macarthur (2008, 10). For a response, see Verhaegh and
van der Kolk (forthcoming).

8 Quine’s rational reconstruction of the historical development of empiricism
is partly outlined in section 2.2. Quine also connects naturalism with empiri-
cism in (PT, 1990g, 19): “The most notable norm of naturalized epistemol-
ogy actually coincides with that of traditional epistemology. It is simply the
watchword of empiricism: nihil in mente quod non prius in sensu”.
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empiricist position, I take empiricism to be the first commit-
ment underlying his position.9

Empiricism bears on Quine’s naturalism in two distinct ways.
First, it supports NT because it rules out many purported extra-
scientific sources of knowledge. Traditionally, many philoso-
phers aimed to ground our scientific theories in an indubitable
a priori foundation. According to Quine, however, the empiri-
cist can dismiss these attempts as illegitimate; there is no reason
to believe that the rationalist’s self-evident propositions are ac-
tually true.10 Empiricism thus supports NT because it simply
dismisses any distinctively philosophical question about the a
priori foundations of science. Secondly, empiricism supports
SI in providing us with an explanation of why we should ac-
cept our best scientific theories of the world. If one agrees with
Quine that science is our best attempt to systematically account
for our sensory input, then a commitment to empiricism im-
plies that one should at least start out one’s inquiries presup-
posing that our best scientific theories and methods are largely
correct.

Empiricism, however, is not just a philosophical dogma; it
is itself supported by our best scientific theories: “it is a find-
ing of natural science itself, however fallible, that our infor-
mation about the world comes only through impacts on our
sensory receptors” (PT, 1990g, 19). Empiricism, for Quine, is
simply our best scientific theory about our sources of knowl-

9 This is not to say that empiricism is a necessary condition for naturalism.
Quine’s three commitments, as will become clear, are themselves empirical
and revisable theses. To say that any change in these commitments would
amount to giving up on naturalism would be unnecessarily essentialistic.
Rather, the three commitments might be better viewed as theses which con-
tribute to the plausibility of naturalism as defined by NT and SI above.

10 See “Lectures on David Hume’s Philosophy” (1946a, 54-9). After recon-
structing Descartes’ account of self-evidence in mathematics and philosophy,
Quine asks: “Why should the self-evidence of mathematical axioms be a guar-
antee of their truth, rather than merely a compulsion to belief—possibly mis-
taken belief—on our part? And similarly for any other self-evident truth”.
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edge, as is exemplified by the fact that he believes it to be at
least possible that scientists would one day discover that there
are other sources of knowledge as well.11 Of course, the jus-
tificatory structure here is somewhat circular: the respect for
science that is embodied in Quine’s naturalism is supported
by empiricism, whereas empiricism itself, in turn, is a finding
of science. It is characteristic of Quine’s naturalism, however,
that he has no qualms about such circularity; since there is no
extra-scientific perspective, we cannot but presuppose science
in justifying our prima facie acceptance of science.12

For the purposes of this chapter, it should be noted that
Quine’s empiricism is relatively strict. For Quine, concepts con-
cerning mind and language are empirically acceptable only
when we are able to provide them with behavioristic defini-
tions.13 The intuitive clarity of notions like ‘meaning’ and ‘syn-
onymy’, for example, does not suffice to allow their use in our
best scientific theories of the world; if we cannot explicate these
concepts unambiguously in terms of behavioral dispositions,
we should simply do without them. As will become clear in
the sections to come, Quine’s struggle with the concept of ‘an-
alyticity’ in the 1930s and 1940s is partly due to the fact that

11 “There is no telepathy, clairvoyance, revelation, or extrasensory perception.
This is a scientific finding, open, as usual, to reconsideration in the light of
new evidence” (SSS, 1986l, 328).

12 Hylton even calls this way of reasoning the most characteristic feature of
Quine’s naturalism: “how do we know that the methods and techniques of
natural science are our best source of knowledge about the world? Quine’s
predecessors within the analytic tradition [. . . ] might at this point start [. . . ]
invoking philosophical ideas which Quine would not accept as playing this
absolutely fundamental role. [. . . ] Quine, by contrast, insists that the natu-
ralistic claim [. . . ] too must be based on natural science. (If this is circular,
he simply accepts the circularity.) This is the revolutionary step—naturalism
self-applied, as it were” (2014, 150).

13 Indeed, behaviorism is so important to Quine, that in his (PPE, 1975e, 37)
he ponders the question of adding it to his list of empiricist milestones. He
refrains from doing so, however, because he sees behaviorism “as integral to
naturalism”.
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he hoped to provide it with a definition in terms of behavioral
dispositions, a definition he was able to present in The Roots of
Reference (1973).

4.4 commitment 2 : holism

In “Five Milestones of Empiricism”, Quine does not only pres-
ent his naturalism as a distinct stage in the history of empiri-
cism, he also gives us a glimpse of what else he believes to be
the main commitments underlying his position. After defining
naturalism in the way mentioned above, he distinguishes ‘two
sources’ of naturalism, the first of which is his holism:

Naturalism has two sources, both negative. One of them
is despair of being able to define theoretical terms gen-
erally in terms of phenomena, even by contextual defini-
tion. A holistic or system-centered attitude should suffice
to induce this despair. (FME, 1975a, 72)

Holism, as we have seen, is the thesis that typical theoretical
sentences have no distinctive empirical content of their own;
only clusters of theory are inclusive enough to imply observ-
able consequences. Whenever we are confronted with an obser-
vation contradicting our best scientific theories, “we are free to
choose what statements to revise and what ones to hold fast”
in restoring consistency between theory and evidence (EESW,
1975c, 230). Like empiricism, holism is a thesis that is itself sup-
ported by empirical findings; Quine believes it to be an empir-
ical fact about scientific practice that scientists have many op-
tions to restore a theory’s consistency with observation in the
light of adverse experience.14

So why does Quine believe that ‘a holistic attitude’ supports
naturalism? What he seems to have in mind in the above pas-
sage is the following: once we realize, on the basis of holistic

14 See chapter 5 for a more detailed discussion of Quine’s holism.
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considerations, that we cannot translate our theoretical terms
in epistemologically more basic sensory concepts, we ought to
acknowledge that the Cartesian dream of providing an absolute
science-independent foundation for our scientific beliefs ought
to be given up. If Quine’s ideas about the holistic relation be-
tween theory and evidence are correct, in other words, the clas-
sical empiricist project of “deducing science from sense data”
(EN, 1969a, 84) simply cannot be carried out.

As we have seen in chapter 2, however, Quine’s argument is
stronger than this; not only does Quine believe that we ought
to “despair of being able to define theoretical terms generally
in terms of phenomena” (FME, 1975a, 72), he also argues that
this project is flawed from the beginning since the sense data
the classical empiricists appealed to do not constitute a truly
science-independent foundation to start with. Quine, we have
seen, argues that “[s]ense data are posits too” (PR, 1955, 252),
such that our ideas about sense experience themselves depend
on prior scientific theorizing. Even if it were possible to translate
our theoretical concepts in terms of sense data, such a reduction
would not constitute a truly science-independent foundation for
science.

This stronger argument too relies on Quine’s holism; our
basic observation sentences—considered analytically (see sec-
tion 2.7)—too will be significant only in virtue of the contri-
bution they make to our scientific theory as a whole. As a re-
sult, the first half of our definition of Quine’s naturalism—NT
above—is based largely on his holism; Quine rejects a detached
extra-scientific perspective on reality because his holistic pic-
ture of inquiry leads him to the conclusion that such a perspec-
tive simply cannot be had: “Conceptualization on any consid-
erable scale is inseparable from language [. . . ] If we improve
our understanding of ordinary talk of physical things, it will
not be by reducing that talk to a more familiar idiom; there is
none” (WO, 1960b, 3). Next to his rejection of an a priori science-



100 boarding neurath’s boat

independent perspective on the basis of his empiricism (see p.
96 above), therefore, Quine also dismisses the possibility of an a
posteriori science-independent perspective; sense data are sim-
ply not science-independent; our ideas about them themselves
depend on scientific theory.

4.5 commitment 3 : realism

Let us turn to the third commitment underlying naturalism that
Quine identifies in “Five Milestones of Empiricism”:

The other negative source of naturalism is unregenerate
realism, the robust state of mind of the natural scientist
who has never felt any qualms beyond the negotiable un-
certainties internal to science. (FME, 1975a, 72).

Why does Quine cite realism as a source of naturalism? It is my
contention that the answer can be found in “The Pragmatists’
Place in Empiricism”, the conference-paper on which “Five Mile-
stones” is based. In this paper, Quine compares his natural-
ism with the instrumentalist pragmatism of James, Schiller, and
Dewey. According to Quine, these pragmatists “viewed science
as a conceptual shorthand for organizing observations” (PPE,
1975e, 33), such that we cannot ascribe reality to our scientific
posits and theories. Now, given his ideas about underdetermi-
nation, the view that there exist alternative conceptual schemes
that would equally fit our observational evidence, Quine seems
prima facie committed to something like instrumentalism as well.
After all, his underdetermination thesis seems to imply that
“the systematic structure of scientific theory [. . . ] is invented
rather than discovered, because it is not uniquely determined
by the data” (ibid.). Quine, however, believes that he is not com-
mitted to such a view, precisely because of the unregenerate
realism that underlies his naturalism:
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For naturalistic philosophers such as I [. . . ] physical ob-
jects are real, right down to the most hypothetical of parti-
cles, though this recognition of them is subject, like all sci-
ence to correction. I can hold this ontological line of naive
and unregenerate realism, and at the same time I can hail
man as largely the author rather than discoverer of truth.
I can hold both lines because scientific truth about physi-
cal objects is still the truth, for all man’s authorship [. . . ]
We are always talking within our going system when we
attribute truth; we cannot talk otherwise. (PPE, 1975e, 33)

Realism, in other words, is a crucial component of Quine’s nat-
uralism; without it his position would lapse into instrumental-
ism. After all, instrumentalism is a variant of empiricism too, a
variant moreover which is perfectly compatible with some weak
varieties of holism.

A question that remains to be answered is how Quine justifies
his realism. We have seen that both empiricism and holism, the
first two sources of naturalism, are theses which are themselves
supported by science. Have we here finally found a philosoph-
ical presupposition underlying Quine’s naturalism? I believe
not. Quine justifies his realism by appealing to his holism. As
the last sentence of the above quote shows, Quine believes that
we cannot but think about our scientific theories as true; ‘we
are always talking within our going system when we attribute
truth; we cannot talk otherwise’. As we have seen in chapter 3,
this claim should be taken quite literally: according to Quine,
key philosophical concepts are without content when they are
divorced from their everyday scientific applications. When the
instrumentalist pragmatist accepts science but regards it “as lit-
erally false on ontological points” (PPE, 1975e, 35), she presup-
poses a science-independent notion of ‘truth’. Similarly, when
the traditional metaphysicist asks us about the true nature of
reality, she presupposes that we can separate the term ‘reality’
from its ordinary scientific use. According to Quine, however,
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this cannot be done because these very notions are elements
of the conceptual scheme they are supposed to transcend; they
cannot be separated from their everyday applications.15

The third source of Quine’s naturalism, his realism, therefore,
is supported by his holism.16 According to Quine, we cannot
ask about the ‘reality’ and ‘truth’ of our scientific posits and
theories in a distinctively philosophical way without stripping
those concepts of their intelligibility. Quine’s realism therefore
contributes significantly to the justification of both NT and SI.
For it provides him with both an additional reason as to why
there is no detached science-independent perspective and an ex-
tra argument for why we are bound to accept our best scientific
theories and methods.

4.6 early empiricism and bold behaviorism

Now we have examined what commitments underlie Quine’s
naturalism as defined by NT and SI—viz. empiricism, holism,
and realism—we are able to reconstruct the way in which he
developed his position. In the remainder of this chapter, I piece
together the evolution of Quine’s naturalism by examining the
origins of his commitments one by one, showing that although
some features of Quine’s naturalism were already present in
the early 1930s, the wide-scoped holism that led him to reject
the analytic-synthetic distinction in “Two Dogmas” also played
a crucial role in the development of his naturalism.

Let me start with Quine’s empiricism, the first source of nat-
uralism distinguished above. Determining the roots of Quine’s

15 Quine makes the connection between naturalism, instrumentalism and the
anti-transcendentalist argument explicitly in a response to Hookway: “Hook-
way finds “Two Dogmas” instrumentalist. I think this is fair, and that it ap-
plies to my later work as well. But realism peeps through at the checkpoints,
and takes over altogether when we adopt a sternly naturalistic stance and
recognize ‘real’ as itself a term within our scientific theory” (RA, 1994d, 233).

16 See also the sections 3.4-3.6.
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empiricism is not a complicated affair. From the very beginning
of his career, Quine has been a determined empiricist; nowhere
does he question its plausibility or even take seriously alter-
native positions. In fact, on the few occasions where he looks
back on his intellectual development, Quine suggests that he
was even committed to a strictly behaviorist variant of empiri-
cism from the very start. Reflecting on his dismissal of some
intensional notions in Whitehead and Russell’s Principia Math-
ematica during his final year at Oberlin College, for instance,
Quine notes:

The distrust of mentalistic semantics that found expres-
sion in “Two Dogmas” is thus detectable as far back as
my senior year in college. Even earlier I had taken kindly
to John B. Watson’s Psychology from the Standpoint of a Be-
haviorist, which Raymond Stetson had assigned to us in
his psychology class. Nor do I recall that it shocked any
preconceptions. It chimed in with my predilections.17

(TDR, 1991b, 390)

Exemplary of Quine’s early empiricist commitment are his ideas
about the relation between empiricism and pragmatism. Prima
facie, pragmatist philosophers have played an important role in
Quine’s early development: William James’ Pragmatism was one
of the first philosophical books he read (AWVQ, 1986a, 6), one
of his teachers during his graduate studies at Harvard was C.
I. Lewis, and the young Quine was present when John Dewey
gave the first of the Williams James Lectures in 1931 (TML, 1985,
345). Still, Quine has never really understood what it means
to be a pragmatist except if one classifies it as part of a global
empiricist movement:

17 See also (TML, 1985, 59) and (AWVQ, 1986a, 7). Quine’s early sympathy with
behaviorism also shows itself in his student papers from the late 1920s and
early 1930s. See, for example, (MMT*, 1930a, 9) and (BTJ*, 1930b). An excel-
lent account of Quine’s development at Oberlin as well his graduate years at
Harvard is provided by Isaac (2005, §§2-3).
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It is hard to say what constitutes pragmatism. If one con-
siders it a branch of the empiricist tradition then yes, it
is very important to me [. . . ] But I don’t think that the in-
fluence on me was distinctively American; it was rather
one of international empiricism.18 (TCL, 1994f, 60-1)

Further evidence for Quine’s early commitment to a strictly
behaviorist variant of empiricism is his approach to analytic-
ity in the 1930s and 1940s. Although Quine gave up on the
analytic-synthetic distinction only in the late 1940s, as we shall
see in section 4.8, he was already seeking a behavioristically ac-
ceptable notion of analyticity in the early stages of his career.
Even in his 1934 “Lectures on Carnap”, for instance—lectures
he would later describe as “abjectly sequacious” (TDR, 1991b,
391)19—Quine proposes that we render

only such sentences analytic as we shall be most reluc-
tant to revise when the demand arises for revision in one
quarter or another. These include all the truths of logic
and mathematics; we plan to stick to these in any case,
and to make any revisions elsewhere. (LC, 1934, 63)

Where analyticity has always served an epistemic function for
Carnap, Quine here interprets the concept in strictly psycho-
logical terms; we call the truths of logic and mathematics an-
alytic because it is a psychological fact that we will not give

18 See also (RPR, 1992a, 213): “I do feel philosophically akin to Dewey and C.
I. Lewis [. . . ] My hesitation over the classification of pragmatist [is] only my
uncertainty over what distinguishes a pragmatist from any other empiricist”.
Moreover, it should be noted that in his John Dewey Lectures, Quine praises
Dewey not for his pragmatism, but for his insight that one should study
knowledge, mind, and meaning “in the same empirical spirit that animates
natural science” (OR, 1968c, 26). See also Koskinen and Pihlström (2006, §1)
and Godfrey-Smith (2014).

19 See also, (EBDQ, 1994b, 153) where Quine describes his lectures as “completely
uncritical”.
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them up in the light of adverse experience.20 In other words,
even though Quine here still believes that a distinction between
the analytic and the synthetic can be drawn, he already inter-
prets the distinction behavioristically as one between sentences
which are and sentences which are not candidates for revision
when confronted with recalcitrant experience.21

4.7 quine’s naturalism in the early 1940s

So Quine was a committed empiricist from the very start. Does
this imply that he had also adopted a broadly naturalistic per-
spective? Before we move on and examine the development of
his holism and realism, this section explores Quine’s early ideas
about the relation between science and philosophy. I show that
his views were already strikingly naturalistic, albeit in a some-
what embryonic form. Some crucial elements, I argue, were still

20 See also, for example, Creath (1987, 485-6) and Hylton (2001). I follow
Creath in characterizing Quine’s definition as ‘psychological’ because, tech-
nically, Quine does not mention behaviorism in his lectures. Still this is
what underlies Quine’s definition. In “Truth by Convention”, a paper that
largely resembles his first lecture on Carnap, Quine writes that the ap-
parent contrast between a priori and a posteriori truths (and thus the
analytic and the synthetic) retains reality “behavioristically [. . . ] as a con-
trast between more and less firmly accepted sentences” (TC, 1936, 102, my
emphasis). Interestingly, Frost-Arnold (2011, 300n15) suggests that Quine’s
identification of the a priori with claims that can be held true come
what may might be influenced by C. I. Lewis, who held that the a pri-
ori is that “which we can maintain in the face of all experience, come
what will” (1929, 231). Recently, Lewis’ influence on Quine’s develop-
ment has received quite some attention in the literature. See, for example,
R. Sinclair (2012) and Murphey (2012, ch. 1).

21 See also “Notes on Existence and Necessity” (1943b) and Quine’s lecture “On
the Notion of an Analytic Statement’ (1946c)’: “We have to have some crite-
rion of this kind: if users behave thus and so, then this is a semantical rule
depending on meanings; otherwise it is a rule depending on fact rather than
meanings, so that the statements whose truth follows from it are synthetic
rather than analytic” (ONAS, 1946c, 33, my emphasis).
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lacking—elements which, as we shall see, came to full develop-
ment in the late 1940s and early 1950s.

We can get an excellent overview of Quine’s position in the
early 1940s from the notes, drafts, and lectures that are stored
at Houghton Library.22 For although Quine’s publications in
this period were still largely concerned with logic and seman-
tics, the Houghton archives contain a wealth of unpublished
material in which Quine explores more broadly philosophical
topics.

For our present purposes, one of the most interesting manu-
scripts is a series of notes from 1944 in which Quine reflects
on the relation between the philosopher’s and the scientist’s
tasks in ontology, an issue which might have come up in his
thinking through his criterion of ontological commitment. In
the notes, fragments of which would later be used in both “On
What There Is” and Word and Object, Quine argues for the po-
sition that the question “what is there?” is “broad enough to
allow both philosopher[s] and scientist[s] to move about in it
without treading on each other’s toes” (ON*, 1944b, my tran-
scription). He writes:

The philosopher’s task differs from that of the natural sci-
entist or mathematician no less conspicuously than the
tasks of these latter two differ from each other. The nat-
ural scientist and the mathematician both operate within
an antecedently accepted conceptual scheme but their
methods differ [. . . ] The philosopher, finally, unlike these
others, focuses his scrutiny on the conceptual scheme it-
self. Here is the task of making things explicit that had
been tacit, and precise that had been vague; of uncov-

22 See especially (EJ*, 1937-1944) and (OM*, 1944-1951). Most items in these and
other folders are autograph manuscripts, the majority of them related to
Quine’s planned book on ontology and semantics. For Quine’s book plans,
see his (April 19, 1945) letter to Goodman (QGC*, 1935-1994) and Murphey
(2012, 53) .
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ering and resolving the paradoxes, smoothing out the
kinks, lopping off the vestigial growths, clearing the on-
tological slums (November 5, 1944). (ON*, 1944b, my tran-
scription)

Given the strong resemblance to his later ideas,23 Quine’s per-
spective on the philosopher’s task here is already well devel-
oped. The same conclusion can be drawn with respect to
Quine’s ideas about the philosophers’ vantage point:

It is understandable, then, that the philosopher should
seek points outside the world that imprisons natural sci-
entist[s] and mathematician[s]. He would make himself
independent of the conceptual scheme which it is his task
to study and revise. “Give me πoυ στω” Archimedes
said, “and I will move the world”. However there is no
such cosmic exile. The philosopher cannot study and re-
vise the fundamental conceptual scheme of science and
common sense, without having meanwhile some concep-
tual scheme, whether the same or another no less in need
of philosophical scrutiny, in which to work.24 The philoso-

23 Cf. (WO, 1960b, §56): “What distinguishes between the ontological philoso-
pher’s concern and all this is only breadth of categories [. . . ] it is scrutiny of
this uncritical acceptance of the realm of physical objects itself, or of classes,
etc., that devolves upon ontology. Here is the task of making explicit what
had been tacit, and precise what had been vague; of exposing and resolving
paradoxes, smoothing kinks, lopping off vestigial growths, clearing ontologi-
cal slums”.

24 Again, cf. (WO, 1960b, §56): “The philosopher’s task differs from the others’,
then, in detail; but in no such drastic way as those suppose who imagine
for the philosopher a vantage point outside the conceptual scheme that he
takes in charge. There is no such cosmic exile. He cannot study and revise
the fundamental conceptual scheme of science and common sense without
having some conceptual scheme, whether the same or another no less in need
of philosophical scrutiny, in which to work”. Also interesting in this respect,
is a note (from November 28, 1941) in which Quine writes that he, in his
“tentative ontology”, is “[s]tarting at the middle” (TO*, 1941, my transcription).
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pher is in the position rather, as Neurath says, “of a mari-
ner who must rebuild his ship on the open sea [. . . ]”
(November 5, 1944). (ON*, 1944b, my transcription)

Again, the similarity with his later position is remarkable; like
the fully naturalistic Quine, the early Quine is entirely commit-
ted to offering a completely science-immanent perspective.25

A question that naturally arises in the light of these strong
similarities, however, is why Quine has never expressed these
naturalistic propensities in his publications, i.e. the question
why it takes him almost a decade before he is willing to pub-
licly commit himself to a truly science-immanent philosophy? I
think the answer to this question can be found in a different set
of notes and drafts. They reveal that, although Quine wants to
commit himself to a fully naturalistic position, he cannot do this
because he has not yet succeeded in combining his naturalized
conception of ontology with a plausibly naturalized conception
of epistemology. To see this, consider the following three frag-
ments:

Here is a straightforward view, likely to be held by a
physicist unspoiled by philosophy. The physicist—even

This anticipates the first section of Word and Object, where Quine claims that
however we “[a]nalyze theory-building [. . . ] we all must start in the middle”.

25 At best, one can detect a difference in emphasis. Where the fully naturalistic
Quine is prone to focus on the continuity between science and philosophy,
Quine in these early notes is more inclined to emphasize their distinctness.
For although they are both working immanently, the scientist and the philoso-
pher do not yet seem to be concerned with the same project. Rather, as we
have seen, Quine believes that the ontological question is ‘broad enough to
allow both philosopher[s] and scientist[s] to move about in it without tread-
ing on each other’s toes’. This difference in emphasis is also exemplified in
other passages of the note we have been looking at: “But if the philosopher
has access to no transcendental vantage point, still his method differs in an
important way from the methods of natural science and mathematics” (ON*,
1944b, my transcription).
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he—is not likely to say his atoms are more real than the ta-
bles, chairs, etc. [. . . ] If physicists do not make the atoms
more real than macroscopic objects, some physicists—
tainted with philosophy—do make them less so [. . . ] But
the macroscopic objects are rather arbitrary as a basic re-
ality, for certainly these are inferred from a yet more im-
mediate zone in much the way that atoms were inferred
from the macroscopic objects [. . . ] In latter event we seem
to have swung to complete contradiction of the point of
view initially considered. Things are made up now not of
atoms but of perceptions. Seemingly two rival theories of
things, the atomic theory and the sensory theory. Mate-
rialism vs. empiricism. Realism vs. idealism (January 30,
1943). (TH*, 1943c, my transcription)

Purpose of the book is to [. . . ] dissociate ontology from
epistemology so completely as to render it immune to the
idealist (subjectivist) arguments (March 19, 1944). (WMB*,
1944d, my transcription)

There is a sense in which physics might be said to be
concerned with explaining the nature of reality. And who
contests this? Primarily the Idealist [. . . ] The Idealist
would take the perceptions etc. rather as the basic real-
ity, and derive things as constructions, logical constructs
(Russell). The study of how to make these constructions
is Epistemology. And things are composed not of atoms
but of perceptions, sense qualia etc. (October 4, 1944).
(SO*, 1944c, my transcription)

Quine in these fragments is worried about the objections of
phenomenalist epistemology—objections which lead to the con-
clusion that his scientific ontology is somehow unreal after all.
Where the fully naturalistic Quine replaces epistemological talk
about sense data with its scientific analogue—the stimulation
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of sensory receptors—Quine at this point does not yet have this
solution at his disposal.26 Quine’s problem, in other words, is
that even though he has succeeded in naturalizing metaphysics,
showing how the philosopher does not require a transcendental
perspective in ontology, he has not yet found a way to natural-
ize epistemology, i.e. to get rid of the phenomenalists’ transcen-
dental perspective.27 It is because of this reason, I assume, that
Quine in “On What There Is” settles for a pluralistic solution:

the question what ontology to adopt still stands open,
and the obvious counsel is tolerance and an experimen-
tal spirit. Let us by all means see how much of the phys-
icalistic conceptual scheme can be reduced to a phenom-

26 To be sure, Quine does try to find ways to dismiss phenomenalism. In dif-
ferent fragments, Quine proposes different solutions to the phenomenalists’
objections. One of the most interesting solutions from a contemporary per-
spective is the following (March 27, 1944): “Ontology & epistemology: how
they are distinct & how they are mutually inclusive. Ontology is realistic, epis-
temology idealistic; but no contradiction” (OE*, 1944a, my transcription). This
mutual inclusivity may remind us of Quine’s later idea that epistemology and
ontology are reciprocally contained (EN, 1969a, 83), although this fragment is
too sketchy to attribute such a complex idea to Quine here. In one passage,
Quine comes remarkably close to his later solution. See (TO*, 1941, my tran-
scription): “Epistemology as a segment of a psychological study. Problem of
priority. Answer in child psychology?" (November 1941).

27 For a different account of Quine’s ideas in the early 1940s see Murphey (2012,
54-5), who seems to argue that Quine himself was a phenomenalist at this
point. Cf. Frost-Arnold (2013, 35-6) and Ebbs (2015, 6-7). I think it is clear
from the above passages, however, that Quine wants to get rid of the phenom-
enalists’ objections, even if he does not see a satisfying way to do so. See also
(TH*, 1943c, my transcription), where Quine after introducing the phenome-
nalist’s perspective says: “Bear with me, dissenting reader; I am going to end
up in agreement with you. But first let us see how this thing runs”; and (SO*,
1944c, my transcription): “we aren’t throwing out philosophy with epistemol-
ogy, leaving ourselves with nothing but physics. There remains ontological
problem of essentially philosophical character, though not epistemological”.
Murphey’s reading of Quine here might be caused by his being unaware of
the above passages in which Quine expresses his commitment to a science-
immanent perspective.
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enalistic one; still physics also naturally demands pursu-
ing, irreducible in toto though it be. Let us see how, or to
what degree, natural science may be rendered indepen-
dent of platonistic mathematics; but let us also pursue
mathematics and delve into its platonistic foundations.
From among the various conceptual schemes best suited
to these various pursuits, one—the phenomenalistic—
claims epistemological priority [. . . ] This point of view
is one among various, corresponding to one among vari-
ous interests and purposes. (OWTI, 1948, 19)

In what follows I shall argue that one of the crucial steps Quine
had to take in integrating these different conceptual schemes
into one single science-immanent perspective was to develop a
thoroughly holistic conception of inquiry.

4.8 narrow and wide holism

So let us look at the development of Quine’s holism. Read-
ing Quine’s work on the nature of scientific inquiry from the
1930s, one might get the impression that he was already com-
mitted to holism in the early stages of his career. In his gradu-
ate school paper “Concepts and Working Hypotheses”, for in-
stance, Quine advances a view that seems pretty close to the
holistic picture sketched in the last section of “Two Dogmas”:

If a recalcitrant item of experience, belonging to the field
in question, should subsequently arise, modification
somewhere in the system must take place, for it has been
noted that a satisfactory conceptual system must accom-
modate every experience falling within the field. Thus it
is that only the working hypothesis can stand which has
endured without the emergence of any anomaly in the
whole mass of experience since its inauguration. [. . . ] In
brief, one has a certain latitude as to where he may make
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his readjustments in the event of an experience recalci-
trant to his system; and correspondingly there is some
subjective option as to whether a chosen concept or a
working hypothesis is to be branded as the point of ‘er-
ror’ in the antecedent system.28 (CWH*, 1931)

Similarly, in his “Lectures on Carnap” (1934), Quine also seems
to endorse a holistic picture of inquiry in arguing that “the ac-
commodation of new discoveries in science is constantly occa-
sioning revision of old hypotheses, old empirical laws”, and
that in general “we can choose, to some extent, where to revise,
what principle to dislodge” (LC, 1934, 62-63).

Still, it would be a mistake to ascribe to the early Quine the
radical holism he advanced in the 1950s, the crucial difference
being that he did not yet apply his holism to logic and math-
ematics. Quine’s holism was still of a narrow scope, applying
only to the empirical sciences. Quine had better hopes of ex-
plaining the supposedly a priori character of logical and math-
ematical knowledge, like Carnap, in terms of analyticity.29 In
“Truth by Convention”, for instance, Quine still embraces an

28 See also Isaac (2005, 212-20) and R. Sinclair (2012, 342). Quine’s way of think-
ing here can, to some extent, be traced back even to 1927, when he wrote that
“[m]an uses as an outline for his knowledge the natural relationship of all
things, so far as he has been able to determine that relationship in the incom-
pleteness of his data. This web—to change the metaphor—which he has thus
succeeded in partially spinning, he reinforces with synthetic thread of his
own manufacture: to wit, the conventional classifications and man-made sys-
tems of compilation which form so large a part of human knowledge. These
two kinds of relationship—the natural and the artificial—work together in
such a way that often they are not to be distinguished one from the other.
Thus man formulates, for his own convenience, a general principle seeming
to conform to the phenomena which he has observed and collected” (OK*,
1927).

29 Indeed, Carnap himself also combined his analyticity-based explanation of
logical and mathematical knowledge with a narrow-scoped holism concern-
ing the physical domain: “it is, in general, impossible to test even a single
hypothetical sentence [. . . ] the test applies, at bottom, not to a single hypothesis
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analyticity-based account of logical and mathematical knowl-
edge:

There are statements which we choose to surrender last,
if at all, in the course of revamping our sciences in the
face of new discoveries; and among these there are some
which we will not surrender at all, so basic are they to
our whole conceptual scheme. Among the latter are to
be counted the so-called truths of logic and mathemati-
cal truths [. . . ] Now since these statements are destined
to be maintained independently of our observations of the
world, we may as well make use here of our technique of
conventional truth assignment and thereby forestall awk-
ward metaphysical questions as to our a priori insight
into necessary truths. (TC, 1936, 102, my emphasis)

Although Quine here, as a committed empiricist, clearly does
not want to invoke a metaphysical explanation of our suppos-
edly a priori knowledge of logical and mathematical truths, he
neither expands his holism to logic and mathematics so as to
claim that our knowledge of those truths is ultimately a posteri-
ori; he still believes that our logical and mathematical truths are
‘maintained independently of our observations of the world’.30

but to the whole system of physics as a system of hypotheses (Duhem, Poincaré)”
(1934, 318).

30 This is not to say, of course, that Quine had not yet taken the possibility of an
a posteriori explanation of logical truth into consideration. Carnap’s notes of
his discussion with Quine about The Logical Syntax of Language in Prague 1933,
first discovered by Tennant (1994), reveal that Quine had already questioned
Carnap’s strict distinction between the analytic and the synthetic:

He says after some reading of my “Syntax” MS:
1. Is there a difference in principle between logical axioms and empiri-
cal sentences? He thinks not. Perhaps I seek a distinction just for
its utility, but it seems he is right: gradual difference: they are
the sentences we want to hold fast (translation by Quine, TDR,
1991b, 391).
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So the question that naturally arises is when Quine did come
to accept a wide-scoped holism that applies to logic and mathe-
matics. There has been considerable debate about this question
in the literature. Richard Creath (1990, 31) argues that “[i]t was
not until 1947, and then in private correspondence, that Quine
came fully and finally to reject Carnap’s doctrine that there are
analytic truths”, whereas Paolo Mancosu (2005, 331) points to
a letter Quine wrote to J. H. Woodger in 1942, in which he ar-
gues that Carnap’s “professedly fundamental cleavage between
the analytic and the synthetic is an empty phrase” (QWC*, 1938-
1982). Greg Frost-Arnold (2011, §5) defends an intermediate po-
sition. He argues that although Quine gave up on Carnap’s
semantic version of the analytic-synthetic distinction from the
early 1940s onwards, he “was not yet willing to commit himself
to the radical view of ‘Two Dogmas’ until shortly before writing
that piece”.31

In any case, even if Quine had already considered the possibility of gradu-
alizing the analytic-synthetic distinction in the 1930s, he did not fully reject
explanations in terms of analyticity until the late 1940s, as we shall see below.

31 Isaac (2005, 2011) defends still another hypothesis. According to him, Quine’s
motives for not publicly attacking the analytic-synthetic distinction until the
early 1950s were largely political: “Up to the late 1940s, [Quine] had been
content to mute his disquiet for the sake of presenting a united front on log-
ical empiricism to the American academy” (2011, 274). Given Quine’s public
discontent with Carnap’s semantic turn as well as any notion of analyticity
that could not be explicated in terms of behavioral dispositions, however, I
do not think that these political reasons can explain his refusal to reject the
analytic-synthetic distinction in the early 1940s. Furthermore, also in private
Quine was still actively seeking a behavioristically acceptable definition of
synonymy at the time, as is exemplified by “Foundations of a Linguistic The-
ory of Meaning” (FLM*, 1943a), an unpublished manuscript from August 1943.
In this paper, Quine attempts to formulate an empirically satisfying definition
of synonymy, but fails to find one that lives up to his behavioristic standards.
See Murphey (2012, 51-3). See also Quine’s (August 14, 1943) letter to Church:
“I would hope eventually for an empirical definition or criterion of synonymy
as applied to natural languages” (QCC*, 1935-1994).
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Whatever the exact timeline of his adoption of a wide-scoped
holism, however, two series of events seem to have been partic-
ularly important for Quine’s evolving ideas on the matter. First,
in the academic year of 1940-1941, Quine regularly met up with
Carnap and Tarski to discuss, among others, Carnap’s forth-
coming Introduction to Semantics (1942).32 As Mancosu points
out in his (2005, §2), Tarski at the time defended a view that
comes close to Quine’s wide-scoped holism in “Two Dogmas”.
Already in 1930, a note in Carnap’s diary shows, Tarski held
that “between tautological and empirical statements there is
only a mere gradual and subjective distinction” (Haller, 1992).
Even more revealing evidence that Tarski already defended
something close to wide-scoped holism years before Quine
came to accept the view, is a letter Tarski sent to Morton White
in 1944:

I think that I am ready to reject certain logical premisses
(axioms) of our science in exactly the same circumstances
in which I am ready to reject empirical premisses (e.g.,
physical hypotheses) [. . . ] Explanation: we reject certain
hypotheses or scientific theories if we notice either their
inner inconsistency, or their disagreement with experi-
ence, or rather with individual statements obtained as
results of certain experiences. No such experience can
logically compel us to reject the theory: too many addi-
tional hypotheses [. . . ] are always involved. [. . . ] Axioms
of logic are of so general a nature that they are rarely af-
fected by such experiences in special domains. However,
I don’t see here any difference ‘of principle’; I can imag-
ine that certain new experiences of a very fundamental
nature may make us inclined to change just some axioms
of logic. And certain new developments in quantum me-

32 Carnap’s dictation notes of these discussions are published and examined in
Frost-Arnold (2013).
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chanics seem clearly to indicate this possibility. (White
and Tarski, 1987, 31-2)

Looking back on his 1940-41 discussions with Tarski and Car-
nap, Quine recalls how he and Tarski argued “persistently with
Carnap over his appeal to analyticity” in the opening pages of
Introduction to Semantics (TDR, 1991b, 392). Surely, Quine must
have learned about Tarski’s wide-scoped holism somewhere in
this period as well.33

Next to Tarski’s influence, a second series of events seems to
have contributed significantly to Quine’s adoption of a wide-
scoped holism, viz. his triangular correspondence with Mor-
ton White and Nelson Goodman in 1947. In a series of letters,
Quine, White, and Goodman discussed, among other things,
the prospects of Quine’s search for a behavioristically accept-
able definition of analyticity, a definition Quine still thought
was needed in order to account for logical and mathematical
knowledge. In May 1947, White asked Quine to comment on
a manuscript that he would later publish as “On the Church-
Frege Solution of the Paradox of Analysis” (1948). Briefly put,
the paradox runs as follows. Consider the following two state-
ments:

33 See also Frost-Arnold (2011, 301): “It seems unlikely that Tarski never voiced
these views about logic in Quine’s presence during their year together at
Harvard”. Frost-Arnold argues that the 1940-41 discussions were important
for Quine’s development in two different respects as well. First, Tarski pre-
sented to the group a proposal for a nominalist language, a language in which
portions of arithmetic become synthetic, confronting Quine with the possi-
bility of contracting the number of supposedly analytic truths. Second, the
discussions revealed that Carnap had adopted a semantic approach to expli-
cating analyticity, a move that conflicted with Quine’s extensionalism, such
that Quine came to “reject Carnap’s then-current account of analyticity and
perhaps made Quine even more suspicious in general of a notion he had be-
gun to be skeptical about in ‘Truth by Convention,’ written when Carnap still
accepted the extensional and syntactic approach” (ibid., 314).
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(1) The attribute of being a brother is identical with the attribute
of being a male sibling.

(2) The attribute of being a brother is identical with the attribute
of being a brother.

Intuitively, (1) is informative whereas (2) is not. Yet, if (1) is true,
then both statements say the same thing.34

Quine, who had already corresponded with White on the
paradox in 1945, suggests that the paradox might be solved
using C. I. Lewis and Carnap’s distinction between intensional
and structural synonymy.35 The problem with this solution,
however, is that Quine did not know of any behavioristically
acceptable definition of intensional synonymy. Still, Quine’s let-
ter shows that he had not yet given up hope of finding such a
definition:

It’s bad that we have no criterion of intensional synonymy;
still, this frankly and visibly defective basis of discus-
sion offers far more hope of clarity and progress, far less
danger of mediaeval futility, than does the appeal to at-
tributes, propositions, and meanings. (GQW, 1947, 339-40)

In response to both White and Quine, however, Goodman de-
fended a much more stringent position than Quine, arguing
that “the lack of any behavioristic criterion (or even the dimmest

34 In one letter, Quine shows that the paradox can also be formulated without
invoking attributes: “An ‘analysis’ has the form pζ = ηq, where ζ and η are
synonymous; therefore the whole analysis is synonymous with, or translat-
able into, the triviality pζ = ζq” (GQW, 1947, 339).

35 Two statements are intensionally synonymous when they have the same in-
tension, whereas structural synonymy is a narrower relation which depends
on the statements’ constituents and their syntactic order. All analytic state-
ments have the same (null-)intension but not all analytic statements are struc-
turally synonymous. See Lewis (1946) and Carnap (1947). Appealing to this
distinction solves the paradox according to Quine because (1) and (2) above
are intensionally but not structurally synonymous.
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suggestion as to how one might be set up) is a sign that we are
not at all clear as to what it is that we have to define”. Accord-
ing to Goodman, the whole project of seeking acceptable defi-
nitions of analyticity and synonymy was to be rejected: “when
Van uses a term and hopes for a behavioristic criterion he can’t
vaguely outline, he is employing a meaningless mark or noise
on the ground that he needs it (like ‘God’) in his life and hopes
that a meaning will be found for it” (ibid., 343).

Quine, obviously not very happy to be placed in the inten-
sionalist camp by Goodman (“I have always been all for ex-
tension, with the world against me”), responded by backing
Goodman’s position. Quine now granted that he also “doesn’t
know how to apply ‘analytic’, much less define it” (ibid., 353-4).
Goodman then, in his final letter, urges Quine to give up on the
project of defining analyticity and to accept that the analytic-
synthetic distinction simply cannot be drawn:

If Van agrees that he not only doesn’t know how to define
“analytic” but doesn’t know how to apply it either, what
is it that he is hoping to find a behavioristic definition
for? [. . . ] he is looking for a behavioristic definition for
which the test of adequacy will presumably be in accor-
dance with a usage which he doesn’t have before him. It
seems to me he is then in the same position that he would
be if he were to set out to define the Calubrian word
“Phwanischk”. (ibid., 356-7)

Of course, it is a matter of speculation how instrumental Good-
man’s pressure was.36 Still, the fact is that Quine did adopt a
wide-scoped holism shortly after Goodman’s final letter.37

36 Especially Creath (1990, 35) and Isaac (2011, 275) emphasize the importance
of the triangular correspondence to Quine’s rejection of the analytic-synthetic
distinction.

37 In “Animadversions on the Notion of Meaning”, given as a talk at a collo-
quium at the University of Pennsylvania in 1949 (where Goodman was based
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4.9 unregenerate realism

Let me briefly recap the main conclusions of our discussion
thus far. Quine’s naturalism as defined by NT and SI presup-
poses three substantive commitments: empiricism, holism, and
realism. I have shown that Quine defended a strictly behavior-
istic version of empiricism and a narrow-scoped holism from
the very beginning of his career. These commitments led him to
seek a behavioristically acceptable definition of analyticity, such
that we might explain our logical and mathematical knowledge
in an empirically satisfying way. Somewhere in the late 1940s
Quine, probably influenced by Tarski and Goodman, found a
solution in extending his holism to logic and mathematics, there-
by dissolving the need for a behavioristic explication of analyt-
icity.

The resulting wide-scoped holism Quine defends in “Two
Dogmas” did not only constitute a break with Carnapian logi-
cal positivism, it also represents a major step in Quine’s grow-
ing dissatisfaction with first-philosophical perspectives and
hence in the development of his naturalism. For even though an
analyticity-based account of logical and mathematical knowl-
edge is in line with the empiricist thesis that all our knowl-

at the time), Quine presents many of his arguments from “Two Dogmas”
against standard definitions of analyticity and, for the first time, proposes
something very close to his now famous alternative:

Another view, not distinguishing the [linguistic and factual]
components: we have our sense experience, and our own sys-
tem of beliefs [. . . ] But it is underdetermined by experience.
System as a whole must conform to experience along periph-
ery; but disconformities can be repaired each by any of many
changes of the system. We choose by two canons: 1) maximum
elegance of whole system, 2) maximum conservationism. By 2),
the more central principles resist change the more. These might
be called the more analytic: matter of degree. (ANM, 1949, 155)
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edge about the world is ultimately based on sense experience,
such an account still aims to justify this logical and mathemat-
ical knowledge from an extra-scientific perspective.38 Where
Quine in his “Lectures on Carnap” was still defending the claim
that an analyticity-based approach “has the importance of en-
abling us to pursue foundations of mathematics and the logic
of science without encountering extra-logical questions as to the
source of the validity of our a priori judgments” (LC, 1934, 66),
the later Quine would reject any attempt to provide our logical
and mathematical knowledge with an extra-scientific founda-
tion.

Still, as I have argued in section 4.5, the holistic empiricism
defended in “Two Dogmas” does not yet constitute a complete-
ly naturalistic perspective; without his unregenerate realism,
Quine’s position was still compatible with the instrumentalist
pragmatism of James, Schiller, and Dewey. Indeed, Quine’s re-
marks about physical objects being “comparable, epistemologi-
cally, to the gods of Homer” in “Two Dogmas” (TDE, 1951b, 44)
are often interpreted as deeply instrumentalist. The problem, as
we have seen in section 4.7, is that Quine had not yet found a
way to naturalize epistemology. Even though Quine recognized
that we are committed to physical objects via his criterion of on-
tological commitment, he had not yet found a way to get rid of
the transcendental, distinctively epistemological point of view
relative to which physical objects are myths.

The final stage in the development of Quine’s naturalism,
therefore, was to find a consistent way to reject the idea that
we can picture the ‘epistemological point of view’ as a transcen-
dental perspective which potentially undermines our realism

38 See also, Ebbs (2011a, 218n27): the problem with an analyticity-based account
of logical and mathematical knowledge is that a definition of analyticity in a
certain language system “is designed to explicate a conception of justification
for accepting statements that is independent of the statement’s explanatory
contribution to a scientific theory—a conception of justification that [the nat-
uralistic] Quine associates with first philosophy”.
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about physical objects. Quine came to adopt the idea that the
epistemological point of view could be naturalized, could be
incorporated into his wide-scoped holism, such that our talk
about sense experience is translated in terms of the triggerings
of our sensory receptors. That is, he came to espouse the view
that we can be unregenerate realists about our physical and
mathematical objects and still inquire into the relation between
science and sense experience.

In the final two sections, I show that we can distinguish two
phases in this process. First, in the late 1940s, Quine abandoned
his attempts to develop a nominalistically acceptable account of
mathematics, accepting that our commitments to physical and
mathematical objects are epistemically on a par. Second, around
1952 Quine started defending the view that even our phenome-
nalistic posits, presupposed in most traditional epistemological
perspectives, are not in any sense more basic than our mathe-
matical and physical posits, thereby removing the final reason
not to adopt a full-blooded naturalism.

4.10 from nominalism to realism

Let me start by considering Quine’s evolving views on the onto-
logical status of abstract objects. In the 1930s and 1940s, Quine
was actively seeking a nominalistically acceptable account of
mathematics. In his intellectual autobiography, Quine confirms
that he already “felt a nominalist’s discontent with classes”
when he was visiting Vienna and Prague in the early 1930s
(AWVQ, 1986a, 14). This uneasiness with abstract objects resulted
in a series of lectures and papers,39 which ultimately culmi-
nated in “Steps toward a Constructive Nominalism”, a paper
he wrote with Nelson Goodman (SCN, 1947).40

39 E.g. (N1*, 1937b), (LAOP, 1939a), (DE, 1939b), and (N2, 1946b).
40 For a detailed historical account of Quine’s ideas about nominalism, see De-

cock (2002c, ch. 2) and Mancosu (2008).



122 boarding neurath’s boat

For our present purposes, it is particularly interesting to ex-
amine Quine’s reasons for seeking a nominalist interpretation
of mathematics. Reviewing his lectures and papers, it becomes
clear that these reasons were at least partly philosophical. In his
1946 lecture on nominalism, for example, Quine distinguishes
between a ‘mental’ and a ‘physical’ version of nominalism, the
former allowing only mental and the latter allowing only phys-
ical particulars, and sketches the motives behind these views:

In the mental case [the nominalist’s] motive may be an
extreme sensationalism: what we are presented with are
sensory events, and it is unphilosophical to assume enti-
ties beyond them, in particular universals. In the physical
case, his mentality is likely to be that of Lord Kelvin, who
insisted that he did not understand a process until it was
reduced to terms of impact of bodies like billiard balls
[. . . ] Modern physics may seem to have cut the ground
from under this physical type of nominalist, in abandon-
ing even Kelvin’s billiard balls [. . . ] [b]ut the nominalist
is capable of surviving this [. . . ] [T]he nominalist reserves
the right to refurbish this conceptual scheme [. . . ] and to
produce a substitute conceptual scheme which, while still
theoretically adequate to the physicist’s purposes, will
not countenance any entities beyond those whose exis-
tence it is within the physicist’s professional competence
to assert. (N2, 1946b, 17-8)

Clearly, Quine here has not yet fully rejected first philosophy.
Even though our best scientific theories quantify over abstract
objects, there are philosophical reasons for either dismissing
entities beyond our primary sense experiences or for refurbish-
ing the physicist’s conceptual scheme in nominalistically ac-
ceptable terms.41 This first-philosophical attitude is expressed

41 Of course, this is not to say that Quine here embraces a traditional metaphys-
ical perspective on the question of nominalism. See section 3.4. Yet although
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even clearer a few paragraphs earlier, where Quine responds
to the objection that classical mathematics indispensably quan-
tifies over abstract objects:

Now surely classical mathematics is part of science; and
I have said that universals have to be admitted as values
of its variables; so it follows that the thesis of nominalism
is false. What has the nominalist to say to this? He need
not give up yet; not if he loves his nominalism more than his
mathematics. He can make his adjustment by repudiating
as philosophically unsound those parts of science which re-
sist his tenets; and his position remains strong so long
as he can persuade us that these rejected parts of science
are neither intrinsically desirable as ends nor necessary
as means to other parts which are intrinsically desirable.
(ibid., 17, my emphasis)

When Quine later specifies that the ‘intrinsically desirable end’
of science is effective prediction, it becomes clear that his posi-
tion here is still compatible with the first-philosophical instru-
mentalist’s view that theoretical posits beyond those needed for
effective prediction are merely useful fictions.42

Quine does not defend a nominalistic position in the traditional sense, he
does believe that there might be philosophical reasons for attempting “to set
up a nominalistic language in which all of natural science can be expressed”
(Quine, 1939b, 708).

42 See also Burgess (2008, 63): “the 1946 lecture gives no real reason that I can see
why a nominalist should not be satisfied with instrumentalism”, even though
Quine, unlike the instrumentalist, actively seeks a reformulation of our sci-
entific theories such that they do not quantify over abstract objects. Burgess
also notes that Quine’s arguments in the lecture are still first-philosophical:
“we find Quine light-years away from the principle professed later [. . . ] that
epistemology should be ‘naturalized’, with the philosopher becoming a cit-
izen of the scientific community. Quine’s epistemology at this stage is thor-
oughly ‘alienated’, with the philosopher remaining a foreigner, passing judg-
ment from the outside on soundness of its work” (ibid., 61). See also Man-
cosu (2008, 52), who notes that Quine’s anti-Platonism here originates at least
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Even though Quine actively sought a nominalist interpreta-
tion of classical mathematics, he was never satisfied with the
results of his endeavours.43 No doubt, this growing pessimism
about the possibility of fulfilling the project played an impor-
tant role in Quine’s rejection of nominalism in the years after
the publication of “Steps toward a Constructive Nominalism”.44

A 1948 letter to J. H. Woodger, however, indicates that holism
also played an important role in Quine’s rejection of nominal-
ism:

A brief reflection now on ontology. I suppose the ques-
tion what ontology to accept is in principle similar to the
question what system of physics or biology to accept: it
turns finally on the relative elegance and simplicity with
which the theory serves to group and correlate our sense
data [. . . ] Now the positing of abstract entities (as values of
variables) is the same kind of thing. As an adjunct to natural
science, classical mathematics is probably unnecessary;
still it is simpler and more convenient than any fragmen-
tary substitute that could be given meaning in nominalis-
tic terms. Hence the motive—and a good one—for posit-
ing abstract entities (which classical mathematics) needs
[. . . ] These very relativistic and tolerant remarks differ
in tone from passages in my paper with Goodman and

partly from “metaphysical qualms”. It should be noted, however, that Quine,
when it comes to mathematics, never completely abandoned the somewhat in-
strumentalist considerations he appeals to in his 1946-lecture. Maddy (1997),
for example, has criticized Quine’s mature position on mathematics because
his later arguments too go against the communis opinio among mathemati-
cians. I will discuss this argument in chapter 6.

43 In his autobiography, Quine explains how he and Goodman failed to give
a complete nominalist account of proof theory, which assumes “strings of
[s]igns without limit of length, whereas our program could countenance them
only insofar as physically realized” (TML, 1985, 198).

44 When exactly Quine completely dispensed with nominalism turns out to be
quite difficult to determine. See Decock (2002c, §2.3).
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even in my last letter, I expect. My ontological attitude
seems to be evolving rather rapidly at the moment.45

(QWC*, 1938-1982, my emphasis)

Quine’s reflections here indicate that his acceptance of a wide-
scoped holism after his triangular correspondence with Good-
man and White, provided him with an argument for allowing
abstract objects. If we evaluate our logical and mathematical
theories solely in terms of their contribution to our best sci-
entific theories, dismissing any extra-scientific justification in
terms of analyticity, then there is no reason not to treat phys-
ical and mathematical objects on a par. After all, both play a
similar role in ‘grouping and correlating our sense data’. While
the early Quine was a realist about physical objects but did
not yet want to fully commit himself to the abstract objects
of mathematics for philosophical reasons, his acceptance of a
wide-scoped holism in the late 1940s seems to have removed
his reasons not to extend his realism to abstract entities. Indeed,
from his 1948 “On What There Is” onwards, Quine treats phys-
ical and mathematical objects as epistemically on a par.46

4.11 from phenomenalism to realism

Although Quine by the late 1940s adopted a realist position
about both physical and mathematical objects, thereby taking
yet another step toward accepting a fully naturalistic perspec-
tive, his realism was still in some sense classified. While Quine
endorsed the view that “our acceptance of an ontology is [. . . ]
similar in principle to our acceptance of a scientific theory”, he
still had not been able to decisively dismiss the distinctively
epistemological point of view from which “the ontologies of
physical objects and mathematical objects are myths” (OWTI,

45 See also Mancosu (2008, 43).
46 See (FLPV, 1953a, 173-4) and (TML, 1985, 198).
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1948, 16-19). If we work from within a phenomenalistic concep-
tual scheme and only allow sense data, Quine argued, then we
cannot maintain our realism about physical and abstract enti-
ties. Quine, in other words, had not yet incorporated epistemol-
ogy into his wide-scoped holism, such that his realism about
physical and mathematical objects would become truly ‘unre-
generate’. What he needed was an alternative epistemology in
which the justification of science does not ultimately depend on
its relation to a phenomenalistic conceptual scheme.

The first glimmerings of such an alternative appear in Quine’s
“Lectures on David Hume’s Philosophy” (LDHP, 1946a).47 In
these lectures, Quine presents Hume as claiming that in epis-
temology it is “[v]ain to seek a rational foundation” and that
“[u]ltimately we can only describe psychological behavior, not
justify it” (LDHP, 1946a, 134). Hume’s philosophy inspires Quine
to distinguish between two epistemological projects, one that
reflects the traditional phenomenalist view that we ought to
justify science in terms of sense data and one that comes re-
markably close to the naturalistic position he was to adopt in
the 1950s (here still called ‘pragmatism’):

the Humean point of view [. . . ] develops into two diver-
gent modern trends:

Constructive empiricism: explain all meaningful scien-
tific discourse by contextual definition on the basis finally
of reference to direct experience.

Pragmatism: abandon such a project as impossible, and
say that our discourse is merely variously conditioned by
experience without being reducible to empirical terms.
Abandon, therefore, empirical criticism of concepts; in-
stead, judge any form of discourse in terms of its utility—
this utility being measured within empirical science by
ordinary empirical methods. (LDHP, 1946a, 135)

47 See also, Pakaluk (1989).
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When Quine later came to endorse the view that his holism
blocks constructive empiricism because it entails that a typical
theoretical sentence has no distinctive empirical content of its
own, it might have led him to reconsider the pragmatist option.
Indeed, there is some evidence for this. For just before he pub-
lished “Two Dogmas”, Quine seems to adopt something like
this pragmatist option in “Identity, Ostension, and Hypostasis”
(IOH, 1950a). Perhaps it is not a coincidence that this is also the
paper in which he for the first time publicly uses Neurath’s boat
metaphor, the analogy he would later often use to illustrate his
naturalism:

we must not leap to the fatalistic conclusion that we are
stuck with the conceptual scheme that we grew up in. We
can change it bit by bit, plank by plank, though mean-
while there is nothing to carry us along but the evolv-
ing conceptual scheme itself. The philosopher’s task was
well compared by Neurath to that of a mariner who must
rebuild his ship on the open sea [. . . ] Our standard for
appraising basic changes of conceptual scheme must be,
not a realistic standard of correspondence to reality, but
a pragmatic standard.48 (IOH, 1950a, 78-9)

By 1950, therefore, Quine had adopted something like Hume’s
pragmatic naturalist epistemology; he endorsed the view that

48 The fact that Quine often uses Neurath’s metaphor to illustrate his natural-
ism, might suggest that Neurath’s writings have played an important role in
Quine’s development. Quine himself, however, claims there was no such in-
fluence. In a letter (April 18, 1986) to Koppelberg on the latter’s (1987) book
on, among others, the close relation between his and Neurath’s philosophy,
for example, Quine writes: “my reading of my predecessors has been very
sporadic and inadequate. I was aware superficially of my affinity with Neu-
rath, as you know, and I am glad now to see the degree to it and the detail.
I was not appreciably influenced by him at the time; I had to grow into the
point of view on my own, away from Carnap.” (QKC*, 1981-1994, my tran-
scription).
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we cannot validate science by translating its concepts into the
epistemologically more basic terms of sense data. Still, as we
have seen in section 2.4, even in “Two Dogmas” Quine talked
about “sense data” in describing the evidential boundaries of
his newly developed ‘empiricism without the dogmas’ (TDE,
1951b, 44), suggesting that he still had not conclusively dis-
pensed with the instrumentalism that is compatible with such
a phenomenalistic epistemology.49 The very last stage in the
development of Quine’s naturalism, therefore, consists in his
adoption of the view that sense data are not epistemologically
prior after all. This breakthrough finds its origin in “On Mental
Entities”, a paper Quine presented in 1952. In this paper, Quine
sets out to answer the question of “whether we should affirm
or deny that there are such things as sensations, these being con-
ceived as immediate, subjective experiences” (OME, 1952a, 221).
Against the phenomenalist picture, Quine here for the first time
argues that sense data are posits too:

the notion of pure sense datum is a pretty tenuous ab-
straction, a good deal more conjectural than the notion
of an external object, a table or a sheep. [. . . ] Epistemol-
ogists have wanted to posit a realm of sense data, situ-
ated somehow just me-ward of the physical stimulus, for
fear of circularity: to view the physical stimulation rather
than the sense datum as the end point of scientific evi-
dence would be to make physical science rest for its evi-
dence on physical science. But if with Neurath we accept
this circularity, simply recognizing that the science of sci-
ence is a science, then we dispose of the epistemological
motive for assuming a realm of sense data.50 (ibid., 225-6)

49 See also, Murphey (2012, 88-9, 92-3). Murphey especially points to Quine’s
adoption of a physicalistic definition of observation sentences as his motiva-
tion for dispensing with phenomenalism.

50 See also (PTE*, 1952b), a lecture from October 7, 1952: “We would do well
to recognize that in seeking to isolate sense data we are not plumbing the
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Quine here for the first time adopts a thoroughly naturalistic
point of view. Epistemology is not a distinctively philosophi-
cal project responsible for validating our scientific theories and
for blocking an unregenerate realism about physical and mathe-
matical objects. Rather, Quine now endorses the view that epis-
temology is itself a science, and therefore cannot be conducted
from some transcendental science-independent perspective.51

Quine was still a committed empiricist, but he now adopted
the view that the idea that “any evidence for science has its
end points in the senses [. . . ] is an insight which comes after
physics, physiology, and psychology, not before” (OME, 1952a,
225).

As I have argued in section 4.5, the crucial argument underly-
ing Quine’s realism is the idea we cannot ask about the ‘reality’
and ‘truth’ of our scientific posits and theories in a distinctively
philosophical way without stripping those concepts of their in-
telligibility. Our notions of ‘reality’ and ‘truth’ themselves de-
pend on our scientific conceptual scheme. Not surprisingly, this
argument also first appears in “On Mental Entities”. Phenome-
nalist epistemologists, Quine argues, regard the realm of sense
data as somehow more “real” than the external objects that are
posited in order to organize our experiences. Quine now be-
lieves, however, that “it is a mistake to seek an immediately
evident reality, somehow more immediately evident than the
realm of external objects”:

depths of reality; we are engaged rather in empirical psychology, associating
physical stimuli with human responses. From the laws of this science the
sense data as intermediary hypothetical entities may, however, be deleted;
they will not be missed.”

51 See also (PR, 1955, 252-3): “It is by thinking within [our] unitary conceptual
scheme itself, thinking about the process of the physical world, that we come
to appreciate that the world can be evidenced only through stimulation of
our senses [. . . ] Epistemology, on this view, is not logically prior somehow
to common sense or to the refined common sense which is science; it is part
rather of the overall scientific enterprise”.
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Unbemused by philosophy, we would all go along with
Dr. Johnson, whose toe was his touchstone of reality. Ev-
erything, of course, is real; but there are sheep and there
are no unicorns [. . . ] there are odd numbers and there are
no even primes other than 2. Such is the ordinary usage
of the word ‘real’ [. . . ] Failing some aberrant definition
which is certainly not before us, this is the only usage we
have to go on.52 (OME, 1952a, 225)

Quine, in other words, fully embraced a naturalistic point of
view; he adopted a perspective immanent to our scientific con-
ceptual scheme and principally rejected any transcendental per-
spective on reality. His wide-scoped holism now not only in-
cluded logic and mathematics, but also our ideas about the sen-
sory basis of science. Combined with his argument for an un-
regenerate realism, Quine had definitively boarded Neurath’s
boat.

4.12 conclusion

In this chapter, I have made a first stab at answering the ques-
tion how Quine arrived at his naturalism. I have argued that
Quinean naturalism presupposes three commitments—empiri-
cism, holism, and realism—and have pieced together the evolu-
tion of his position by examining the origins of these commit-
ments in his work. Building on Quine’s early writings as well as
on the existing literature on his early views, I have argued that
although Quine has from the early beginnings defended a be-
havioristic version of empiricism and a narrow-scoped holism,
it was not until the late 1940s that he, probably influenced by
Tarski and Goodman, realized that he could broaden his holism
to include logic and mathematics.

52 See also (SLS, 1954b, 233): “the terms ‘reality’ and ‘evidence’ owe their intelli-
gibility to their applications in archaic common sense”.
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Once Quine had adopted this wide-scoped holism, he grad-
ually started grasping the radically naturalistic consequences
of his position. First, Quine came to reject attempts to find
an analyticity-based account of our logical and mathematical
knowledge, defending the view that there is no need to jus-
tify this knowledge outside its contribution to our overall scien-
tific theories. Secondly, Quine abandoned his attempts to seek
a nominalistically acceptable interpretation of mathematics, a
project that was at least partially guided by first-philosophical
motives. Instead, he came to defend the view that on a rigor-
ously holistic picture of inquiry there is no reason not to treat
physical and mathematical objects as epistemically on a par.
Thirdly, from 1952 onwards, Quine adopted the view that a
similar move could be made with respect to his epistemology;
there is no distinct epistemological point of view which deals
with objects (sense data) that are in any sense more ‘real’ than
the objects posited in the sciences. Rather, Quine adopted the
view that sense data are theoretical posits, that there is no mean-
ingful extra-scientific notion of ‘reality’, and that the very em-
piricism he had defended from the beginning of his career, itself
could only be plausibly defended from within the framework
of science.
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