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INTRODUCTION

The subject of this book is the philosophy of W. V. Quine (1908-2000). In
it, I attempt a unified, sympathetic, and comprehensive treatment of his
philosophical thought. I proceed, for the most part, thematically rather than
chronologically. I do not discuss his technical work in logic and set-theory,
except very briefly. The details of that work seem to me to be largely inde-
pendent of his philosophical work. This is not to deny all contact between
the two. The spirit in which the technical work is done is recognizably the
same as that which pervades his philosophical thought. In particular,
Quine’s technical work places great emphasis on precision, clarity, and
simplicity, sometimes to the exclusion of other factors which some have
thought important. The idea that our theories should be reformulated so as
to maximize theoretical virtues of this kind also plays a major role in his
philosophical work. But this sort of relation between the two did not seem
to me to justify the space that would be required to explain his technical
work in any detail. I was also concerned to keep the book as broadly acces-
sible as possible. To that end, I draw on very little logic that I do not
explain; the uses of the logic that I do explain are fairly elementary, and
even they can be skipped without great loss.

Quine is surely among the best known analytic philosophers of the second
half of the twentieth century. For all his fame, however, I think that his
view is not generally very well understood. I also think that his philosophy
as a whole is underestimated. That is an odd thing to say about the thought
of so widely celebrated a philosopher, but as I have worked on his texts, and
on this book, I have come to think that his philosophy is far more powerful
than is generally recognized. A large part of the reason for this power is that
he is an immensely systematic thinker. Many commentators have not suffi-
ciently appreciated the extent to which his views hang together to form a
coherent whole.! His thought is wide-ranging; within the realm of theore-
tical philosophy (as opposed to practical philosophy, or value theory) he has
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something to say on almost every topic that has engaged analytic philoso-
phers since Frege. But anyone who approaches Quine’s work primarily
interested in one of those topics—the status of second-order logic, say, or
scepticism about the external world—is likely to miss the larger Quinean
picture and thus also to miss the power of his thought. And examined in
isolation, Quine’s views on a particular topic may seem under-motivated or
even arbitrary. Because Quine’s philosophy is systematic, I mostly do not
treat it chronologically. Rather than considering first this work and then
that, I discuss the philosophy more or less as a single whole. There are, of
course, changes of mind and shifts of emphasis over time within his thought,
and I note these when they are relevant to my discussion. But these changes
are for the most part on points of detail, or anyway for fairly detailed rea-
sons, not because of any change of heart. So I found it best to treat all his
philosophical works as expressions of the same view, albeit one that became
clearer to him over time.

Where can one begin the explanation of a philosophical view at once so
systematic and so wide-ranging? At the heart of Quine’s system is his nat-
uralism, his rejection of any form of knowledge other than our ordinary
knowledge manifested in common sense and in science. (Quine does not see
these as different in kind; scientific knowledge, in his view, develops as we
strive to improve upon common sense.) Taken broadly, as the claim that the
methods and techniques of natural science are the source of knowledge
about the world, naturalism is widely accepted. But what is the status of the
naturalistic claim itself? Quine insists that it too must be based on science.
(He simply accepts whatever circularity there is here.) This is a revolu-
tionary step. Quine denies that there is a distinctively philosophical stand-
point—which might, for example, allow philosophical reflection to prescribe
standards to science as a whole. For him, naturalism is “the recognition that
it is within science itself, and not in some prior philosophy, that reality is to
be identified and described” (TT, p. 21). The philosopher, therefore, reflects
on science from within science. There is no theory of knowledge distinct
from science.

This step is revolutionary because of the implications that Quine draws
from it. He takes it to imply that the theory of knowledge—indeed philosophy
as a whole—has no standards which transcend those of our most successful
science; there is no external standpoint from which we can question that
science. He thus also takes it to imply that philosophy itself is subject to
the standards of clarity, of evidence, and of justification which are most
explicitly displayed, and most successfully implemented, in that science.
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Quine sticks to this view with great consistency and rigour; it sometimes
seems, indeed, as if he finds it wholly obvious and does not appreciate how
different it is from that of most philosophers. One result is that even when
he phrases a question using the same form of words as others—in talking
about how we can have knowledge of the external world, for example—ict is
far from clear that we should really take him to be addressing “the same
problem”. His understanding of what is at stake, and of what would count
as a solution, is quite novel; his work thus amounts to a reconceiving of the
problems of philosophy. (Hence his work might be cited against the idea that
philosophy consists of attempts to solve eternal and unchanging problems,
and in favour of the idea that the problems are historically conditioned.?)

Quine’s assumptions are thus very different from those of most philoso-
phers; often he simply takes them for granted, without even articulating
them. This fact is no doubt another reason that his work is widely mis-
understood. It also explains why it is hard to compare Quine’s views with
those of other philosophers in a way that is useful; all too often there is
simply a missing of minds. So I have largely refrained from such compar-
isons, except that I often found it useful to relate Quine’s views to those of
Carnap, who is the philosopher who most directly influenced Quine. (The
divergence of Quine’s assumptions from those of most philosophers is also
one reason that the most revealing statements of his view very often
occur in his replies to those who have written about his work, as if it is
only when confronted with misunderstandings that he sees the need to be
fully explicit.)

What we have said about Quine’s naturalism raises many questions. Most
obviously, perhaps: what counts as “science”, and why should it be accorded
a privileged position? Also, more generally, it raises questions about what
naturalism comes to in Quine’s hands and what its rationale is. Answering
such questions requires that we draw on various aspects of Quine’s thought.
As with any truly systematic philosopher, one may have the sense that there
is no point at which an exposition can begin: whatever one wants to say first
only really makes sense in the light of the view as a whole. I have resolved
this problem, as best I can, by beginning with a chapter that explains
Quine’s naturalism and, in the process, explores its place in his thought and
some of its ramifications. Given the centrality of naturalism to Quine’s
philosophy, this chapter is also an overview of Quine’s philosophical view as
a whole; it thus serves to orient the reader for the rest of the book.

In the last section of the first chapter, I argue that Quine’s naturalism
leaves him with two tasks. One is to outline an account of human cognition
within the constraints of what he would count as a purely naturalistic fra-
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mework. Since the seventeenth century, when our modern conception of
natural science developed, philosophers have faced the question whether the
human mind is susceptible of treatment which is scientific in the sense in
which Galileo’s physics or (paradigmatically) Newton’s physics is scientific.
Quine gives an unequivocally affirmative answer, and by very rigorous
standards of what counts as scientific. The first task is simply to make it
plausible that this answer is correct, that there is an account of this kind to
be given. The other task facing Quine is to spell out the naturalistic fra-
mework, to show just what constraints it should be taken to impose, what
justifies them, and how our knowledge is to be fitted into those constraints.
I call his attempts to carry out these tasks “the epistemological project” and
“the metaphysical project” respectively.? (These labels are further explained
in Chapter 1 and in the rest of the book.) There are, of course, points of
contact between the details of each project. There is also a very general
question about the relation between them. In the bulk of the book, how-
ever, they are for the most part considered separately—the epistemological
project in Chapters 4 through 7, the metaphysical project most centrally in
Chapters 9 through 13.

Quine is often thought of as primarily a negative philosopher, chiefly
concerned to deny this and to reject that. That seems to me a mistake—a
mistake that arises from a failure to appreciate how systematic a thinker he
is. Both the epistemological project and the metaphysical project are con-
structive rather than negative. In the end, indeed, I think they are aspects of
the single constructive project of articulating and defending a thorough-
going naturalistic view of the world. Quine’s negative remarks are only
defensible—or even properly comprehensible—in the context of his positive
aims. His notorious “rejection of the concept of meaning”, for example,
must be seen in the context of his attempt to show that we have no need for
such a concept because we can manage without taking it for granted—that
we can give an account of (what he takes to be) the phenomena of language-
use in (what he takes to be) purely naturalistic terms. His strongest argu-
ment against the concept is simply that we have no need for it.

The account of the book two paragraphs back leaves three chapters
unmentioned. Chapter 2 deals with Quine’s intellectual background. It
includes brief discussions of his early intellectual life and of his work on
logic but the bulk of the chapter is spent on the work of Rudolf Carnap,
who is, as already mentioned, the philosopher who most directly influenced
Quine. The subject of Chapter 3 is Quine’s view about the distinction
between the analytic and the synthetic. The wider issue under consideration,
however, is the way in which Quine differs from Carnap; this difference is
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often seen as based on their differences over the analytic—synthetic distinc-
tion. That issue is an important one, but, from the point of view of Quine’s
constructive projects, it functions primarily as preparatory work, clearing
the ground. Chapter 8 discusses the vexed issue of the indeterminacy of
translation. Various questions arise here: exactly how the thesis is to be
understood; whether it is, as some have claimed, quite evidently absurd, or
incoherent; and what arguments can be brought for and against it. All these
issues are discussed in the chapter. I also discuss the significance of the
indeterminacy thesis; I argue that its role within Quine’s thought is quite
minor. Indeterminacy is perhaps Quine’s best known—most notorious—
idea, and has provoked a vast body of literature, but I do not see it as
playing any kind of central role in his thought.

The conclusion of the book, finally, takes up the question of the relation
between the two projects, and how they amount to aspects of a single
overarching philosophical project. I also briefly discuss the criteria of success
for this project, and various ways in which one might disagree with
Quine—not on this or that point of detail, but with the Quinean project as
a whole.



OVERVIEW

Quine’s naturalism

The purpose of this chapter is to set out some fundamental points of Quine’s
philosophy, to orient us and guide us in what follows. We begin with a very
compressed and abstract summary, and then enlarge and qualify as we go.

I Fundamentals

Quine’s philosophical concern is with human knowledge, and with the most
general features of the world that we attempt to know. (He finds the word
“knowledge” unacceptably vague, but it will do to get us going.) He has no
particular philosophical interest in ethics, or the nature of a just society, or
the nature of art; indeed he does not seem to see those matters as falling
within his purview at all.! His most explicit writing on ethics is chiefly a
speculation on how moral values might be inculcated in human beings as
they mature.” His work is thus, in one way, narrow in scope. In another
way, however, it is perhaps broader than one might expect, especially as
compared with that of Rudolf Carnap, the philosopher who most directly
influenced him. Carnap wholly rejects the idea that philosophy gives us
knowledge of the world. He suggests that the first-order activity of finding
out about the world is a matter for the scientist; the philosopher’s activity is
higher-order, dealing with understanding first-order knowledge, organizing
it, systematizing it, and so on. Quine, by contrast, is concerned with the
most general features of the world. This is not because he thinks that there
is some special philosophical way of knowing which gives us a priori insight
into the world; he is no more inclined to that view than is Carnap. It is,
rather, because he rejects the distinction between the first-order and the
second-order. On his account, organizing and systematizing a body of
knowledge, finding the best notation in which to phrase it, understanding
its basis, removing apparent difficulties in it—activities of this sort are
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themselves first-order contributions to that body of knowledge, and thus
tell us something about the world: “The quest of a simplest, clearest pattern
of canonical notation is not to be distinguished from a quest of ultimate
categories, a limning of the most general traits of reality”. (WO, p. 161).

Quine’s fundamental philosophical doctrine is what he calls naturalism.
He explains the doctrine as “the recognition that it is within science itself,
and not in some prior philosophy, that reality is to be identified and
described” (TT, p. 21). Let us take the idea piecemeal. One crucial point is
that, in considering human knowledge, philosophers have no vantage point,
no method, no stance, which is different in kind from that of the knowledge
which is their subject. The importance of this idea to Quine is such that it
is found in the words with which he begins Word and Object, his first phi-
losophical monograph, and in the words with which he ends that book.
After the dedication, to Carnap, the book begins with an epigraph taken
from Neurath: “We are like sailors who must rebuild their boat on the open
sea, without ever being able to put into dock and reconstruct it from the
best components”.? The final paragraph of the book starts like this:

The philosopher’s task differs from the others’ ... in detail, but in
no such drastic way as those suppose who imagine for the philoso-
pher a vantage point outside the conceptual scheme 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.
He can scrutinize and improve the system from within, appealing
to coherence and simplicity, but this is the theoretician’s method
generally.

(WO, pp. 275-76)

The philosopher thus works from within, beginning in the middle of
things (see “Reply to Roth”, H&S, p. 461). This idea, however, is as yet too
vague to take us very far. Where are we when we are “in the middle of
things”? Given Quine’s concerns, it is clear that we are in the middle of our
system of knowledge. (And the philosopher’s work is intended as a contribu-
tion to that system.) It is human cognitive or theoretical activity that is
Quine’s focus, not human culture in general. How this demarcation is to be
made—how the cognitive is to be distinguished from other aspects of cul-
ture—is something we shall have to discuss. In other ways, too, we need to
see something about how Quine understands our system of knowledge
before we can see what it comes to to say that the philosopher is always
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working within that system. So making Quine’s starting point explicit will
require substantive Quinean doctrine. (So perhaps any linear account of his
philosophy will distort it: still, we must do what we can.)

Quine’s naturalism, the view that “it is within science ... that reality is
to be identified and described”, may seem to place too much weight on
science: why should we accept that science, rather than our ordinary
knowledge, is what tells us about the world? Two points help here. The first
is largely a point of usage. In a late work, Quine says that he uses the word
“science” broadly; he explicitly includes psychology, economics, sociology,
and history under that heading (see FSS, p. 49).* The second point is more
obviously substantive. He holds that science is continuous with common
sense, with everyday knowledge. All (putative) knowledge is in the same
very general line of business. Where common sense and science appear to
compete, it is not because they have different concerns or different standards
of evidence; it is, rather, because unreflective common sense has not yet
absorbed an improvement made by science. Quine’s sketch of the business of
knowledge gives some basis for this idea. It is not, however, an idea that
receives very detailed articulation and defence in his work, perhaps because
it always seemed to him obvious. It is, nevertheless, a crucial part of his
overall view. (The idea that all knowledge is in the same line of work may
be what justifies Quine’s broad use of the term “science”, just noted.)

Quine thus holds that science is our most successful attempt at knowl-
edge. Hence philosophy, as part of our knowledge which aims, of course, to
be successful, will aspire to scientific standards. It will not rely uncritically
on terms simply because they are in ordinary use; it will, rather, use stan-
dards of clarity and explanatoriness which are drawn from the more successful
sciences. A small example of this sort of thing, already noted in passing, is
Quine’s criticism of the term “knowledge”. He finds the word vague, because
it is unclear just how strong the evidence must be for something, and how
certain we must be of it, to count it as knowledge. The word, he says, is
“useful and unobjectionable in the vernacular where we acquiesce in vague-
ness, but unsuited to technical use because of lacking a precise boundary.”
(“Relativism and Absolutism”, p. 295.) Quine himself sometimes uses the
word in contexts where precision is not at issue (we will continue to do the
same); at other times he speaks instead of “our system of the world” or
simply “our theory”. By giving up on the term for “technical use” he avoids
such problems as whether I can really £n#ow something if I could be wrong.

Quine’s insistence on the continuity of science and common sense is
helpfully thought of as an aspect of a more general doctrine: the seamlessness
of knowledge. There are no fundamental differences of kind within it. In
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particular, Quine denies that it splits into the a priori and the a posteriori.
This point is of particular importance with regard to the guiding idea that
philosophy seeks to understand our theory from within. One might claim to
accept that idea and still go on to say that philosophy draws particularly on
one part or aspect of that theory, namely the a priori part, and that this fact
accounts for its difference from empirical subjects. Such is not Quine’s view:
he does not think there is an a priori part which can be drawn upon.

Quine’s denial of a distinction between the a priori and the a posteriori is
closely connected with his attitude towards the analytic—synthetic distinc-
tion. It is still widely held that he denies any such distinction. This is
incorrect; he accepts a version of the distinction, but not a version which
will do serious philosophical work. (His denial of the a priori is his rejection
of the idea that there is serious philosophical work of this kind that needs
doing.) Quine’s rejection of a serious analytic—synthetic distinction is inte-
gral to his disagreement with Carnap, and occurs relatively early in his
philosophical career. Quine’s position here draws on his general outlook, and
on his fundamental assumptions. Only when we have at least a preliminary
understanding of those assumptions shall we be in a position to understand
his attitude towards analyticity. (That gives one reason for our beginning
with this overview chapter, rather than by launching into the dispute
between Carnap and Quine over analyticity.)

Quine’s rejection of a philosophically useful distinction between the ana-
lytic and the synthetic is also connected with his attitude towards meaning,
and the uses that philosophers have made of that idea. One astute commentator
puts Quine’s attitude towards meaning at the very heart of his philosophy as
a whole.> It is indeed central to his negative views, including his argument
against Carnap’s analytic—synthetic distinction. As I have already implied,
however, his position here rests on his more general, and more positive,
views. (We will return to this point towards the end of the chapter.)

Quine, as we said, rejects the distinction between the a priori and the a
posteriori. This is not to say that he cannot accept any distinctions at all
among the various things that we take ourselves to know. My knowledge
that there is a table in front of me; my knowledge that my name is “Peter
Hylton”; a physicist’s knowledge of the latest theory; a mathematician’s
knowledge of a theorem that she has just proved—surely these are very
different sorts of things, known in very different ways. Quine’s view can, I
think, leave room for these differences, but explaining them is not a major
concern of his. (The chief exception is the difference between observational
knowledge—that embodied in what he calls observation sentences—and
other kinds.) Three points are worth making briefly. First, Quine thinks
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that all kinds of knowledge fall under the same very general account. The
account is so general that one might think that it ruled out nothing; cru-
cially, however, it does rule out most versions (at least) of a priori knowl-
edge. Second, while Quine can accept that there are differences, he denies
that there is a single clear distinction, such as is held by advocates of the
distinction between the a priori and the a posteriori. Finally, Quine’s
thought is for the most part exceedingly abstract. While there are differ-
ences among various kinds of knowledge, none of these differences (with the
exception noted above) seem to him important at the level of abstraction at
which he is working. For the most part, Quine sees things from a very lofty
perspective indeed; from that perspective, the sorts of differences with
which we began this paragraph seem to him relatively minor.

So far we have been outlining Quine’s fundamental concern and doctrines,
largely in abstraction from discussion of particular texts. As an illustration,
and as a way of beginning to elaborate and to raise further questions, we
shall consider some passages from “The Scope and Language of Science” (SLS).
The essay starts with the following striking paragraph:

I am physical object sitting in a physical world. Some of the forces
of this physical world impinge on my surface. Light rays strike my
retinas; molecules bombard my eardrums and fingertips. I strike
back, emanating concentric airwaves. These waves take the form of
a torrent of discourse about tables, people, molecules, light rays, reti-
nas, prime numbers, infinite classes, joy and sorrow, good and evil.

(SLS, WP, p. 228)

Here we have the basic picture which Quine always presupposes; we shall
frequently revert to it in what follows.

The passage is not intended as autobiographical; Quine’s situation as he
describes it is clearly meant to typify what is philosophically most significant
about the human situation generally. (In this respect the paragraph resembles
the Meditations of Descartes; in other respects the contrast is striking.) Let
us grant the #ruth of Quine’s claim here; still we might wonder about its
relevance. Why should a statement of these facts be thought to be a starting
point for philosophy? If this is a place to begin philosophy, how is that subject
being conceived? How is Quine thinking of its aims, its method, its point?

Some matters are familiar from our first few pages. Quine clearly feels free
to use our theory of the world; he makes no attempt to begin with absolute
certainty, or with the a priori, or with what is in some sense gzven to him at
the outset of his cognitive endeavours. This alone marks a drastic break
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from the procedure of many philosophers. Even granted that point, however,
we can ask: why does he draw upon that part of our theory, and why
described in this way, using something like the vocabulary of physics? Of
the indefinitely many truths about the human condition, why does he begin
with these? As we have already said, Quine’s concern is with the theoretical
or cognitive aspects of our lives. He takes it that our knowledge is embodied
in language; hence the emphasis on the concentric airwaves that we emit.°
The emphasis on the physical forces which impinge on his surface is also
explained by his focus on cognitive activity; this point is perhaps less straight-
forward, and we shall return to it in the next section. Before doing so, how-
ever, we shall briefly consider the issue of the vocabulary that Quine adopts.

Quine assimilates philosophy to our knowledge in general, and he sees
that knowledge as seamless. Science, in his view, is continuous with
common sense. They are in the same line of business; science is simply the
more self-conscious and more successful end of the spectrum. So philosophy,
as we have said, should aspire to something like the standards of clarity and
explanatoriness found in the most successful sciences; Quine, indeed, seems
to suggest that higher standards may be appropriate:

the scientist can enhance objectivity and diminish the interference
of language, by his very choice of language. And we [i.e. we phi-
losophers], concerned to distill the essence of scientific discourse,
can profitably purify the language of science beyond what might
reasonably be urged upon the practicing scientist.

(WP, p. 235)

To get a more precise idea of what Quine takes to be the appropriate voca-
bulary to use, when we are concerned to maximize clarity and objectivity,
we need to await the results of that part of philosophy which is concerned to
“purify the language of science”.

Much of the vocabulary which is in general philosophical use does not
meet Quine’s standards. He rejects it as insufficiently clear; an account
couched in those terms will not advance our understanding. Quine, by his
own account, is an empiricist, so one might think that he would take the
notion of experience as absolutely fundamental. But not so:

Experience, really, like meaning and thought and belief, is a worthy
object of philosophical and scientific clarification and analysis, and,
like all those it is ill-suited for use as an instrument of philoso-
phical clarification and analysis.

(TT, p. 185)
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A little earlier, commenting just on thought and belief, he suggests an
alternative to those ideas, closer to what is observable:

For instruments of philosophical and scientific clarification and
analysis I have looked rather in the foreground, finding sentences . . .
and dispositions to assent. Sentences are observable, and disposi-
tions to assent are fairly accessible through observable symptoms.
Linking observables to observables, these and others, and conjecturing
causal connections, we might then seek a partial understanding,
basically neurological, of what is loosely called thought or belief.
(TT, p. 184)

Quine thus criticizes terms which most philosophers take for granted and
use both for posing philosophical problems and for attempting to resolve
them. By his standards, many such terms simply are not sufficiently clear
and precise to be used in that way.

Quine’s attitude here is complicated. He does not claim that terms such
as “means” or “understands” are senseless, nor does he argue that they should
be wholly banished from the language. In contexts in which there is no
reason to insist on high standards of clarity and precision, such terms are
unobjectionable. Moreover Quine himself sometimes uses such terms, for
more or less rhetorical purposes or when full precision is not at issue. (We
shall follow him in this.) But he rejects the idea that familiar ways of
describing things, just because they are in general use, must be accepted as
clear enough to use for “philosophical and scientific” purposes. The pro-
blems that he takes seriously are those that can be formulated using terms
which 4o meet his standards of clarity; other (supposed) problems he is
willing to dismiss.

II Stimulations and science

How does language come to be about the world? Or, more or less equiva-
lently, what is the relation between language and the reality that it is sup-
posedly about? Quine interprets this question in his own terms, as a
scientific question, and gives it a clear answer: language comes to be about
the world in virtue of its relations to sensory stimulation. That is why in the
opening paragraph of “The Scope and Language of Science” Quine empha-
sizes the physical forces which impinge on his sensory surfaces, and the noises
that he emits. Physical forces impinging on appropriate parts of the body
give rise to stimulations of the sensory nerves; emitted noises are about the
world in virtue of their relations to such stimulations. The principle is
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straightforward enough, although the details, as we shall see, are exceedingly
complicated.

Why do sensory stimulations play this role? Quine holds that the only
source of our knowledge of the world around us is energy impinging on our
sensory surfaces and stimulating our sensory nerves. It is for this reason that
sensory stimulation is central to his views about cognition. The relation of
noises to sensory stimulations is central to cognition because the sensory
stimulations I receive at any given moment are themselves correlated with
the way the world around me is at that moment. The crucial fact here is
that the world affects me only through such stimulations. How do we know
this? It is a matter of plain fact, which science teaches us. Here we have a
crucial illustration of Quine’s naturalism. It is, Quine says, “a finding of
natural science itself ... that our information about the world comes only
through impacts on our sensory receptors” (PT, p. 19; see also SLS, WP, p.
229). He takes acceptance of this fact as definitive of empiricism, and he is
in this sense as thorough-going an empiricist as he could be.

The claim that our utterances are about the world in virtue of their rela-
tion to stimulations of our sensory surfaces may seem quite implausible. A
few of our remarks may be correlated with concurrent stimulations in fairly
reliable ways: banalities about the weather, for example, at least if uttered
out of doors. But for most utterances the idea of such a correlation seems
preposterous. Consider the assertion that the Battle of Hastings was fought
in 1066, or that the ratio between the diameter of a circle and its cir-
cumference is approximately 3.141, or that the common cold is caused by a
virus—these claims, like most of what we take ourselves to know, do not
concern the immediate circumstances. Utterances of sentences of this sort
typically have no interesting correlation at all with concurrent stimulation.
Quine is, of course, fully aware of this point. His view here depends upon
the idea that our (putative) knowledge forms a highly interconnected
system. Some sentences, which he calls observation sentences, are directly cor-
related with sensory stimulations. (They are not, however, about sensory
stimulation.) Other sentences are not directly correlated with stimulations,
but are connected with observation sentences, in some cases quite indirectly.
The connection may be, for example, that our coming to accept some
observation sentences—to be willing to utter them, or to accept them when
they are uttered by another—makes us more or less likely to accept a given
non-observation sentence.

As we consider increasingly abstract aspects of knowledge, it may become
increasingly difficult to say exactly what observation sentences are at stake.
Much of our knowledge—certainly all of logic and mathematics, the more
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abstract and general parts of physics, and philosophy itself—is more plau-
sibly thought of as bringing order and system to the whole, rather than as
being more directly connected with sensory stimulations. Quine, however,
denies that there is a sharp line to be drawn here. Our body of knowledge as
a whole is connected with sensory stimulations, and the sentences which
serve to systematize that knowledge get their point, and their claim to be
part of our knowledge, from that fact. So they still count as being related to
sensory stimulations, although in a more or less indirect fashion. They thus
count as being about the world, and potentially as part of our knowledge.

The claim that there are sentences which are related to sensory stimula-
tions but are not directly correlated with them is often known as holism, and
it plays an important role in Quine’s thought. It is worth stressing, then,
that on his account it is not a mysterious doctrine of obscure provenance. It
is rather a matter of ordinary fact.

The idea that the sentences which are a potential part of our knowledge
are those which are in some way connected with sensory stimulation is, for
Quine, something like a definition of (putative) knowledge. There is a diffi-
culty to note here. Quine speaks, “‘oddly perhaps’, as he admits, of “the pre-
diction of stimulation” (PT, p. 2). This is indeed odd, to the point of being
misleading. He does 7ot mean that what our theories in general predict are
things of the form: “At time # subject A will undergo such-and-such sti-
mulations”. The point is perhaps better put in terms of predictions of obser-
vation sentences, which are directly correlated with sensory stimulation.

Now we can say how Quine understands the idea of cognitive language: it
is the hallmark of the cognitive that it issues in predictions of observation
sentences, or at least plays some sort of role in such predictions. We might
say: a sentence counts as cognitive if it is a necessary element in a significant
body of sentences which, taken as a whole, issues in predictions of observa-
tion sentences and is answerable to the success of those predictions. Because
of the vagueness of “significant” this is not a useable criterion of the cogni-
tive; nor does Quine take it to be so (see Chapter 7, section II). But Quine
does take the prediction of observation sentences to be something like a
definition of science in his broad sense:

when I cite predictions [of observation sentences} as the check-
points of science ... I see it as defining a particular language game,
in Wittgenstein’s phrase: the language game of science, in contrast
to other good language games such as fiction and poetry. A sentence’s
claim to scientific status vests on what it contributes to a theory whose
checkpoints are in prediction.

(PT, p. 20; emphasis added)

14



OVERVIEW: QUINE’S NATURALISM

We have noted that Quine denies any principled distinction in kind
between common sense attempts at knowledge and scientific versions of the
same. Science is “refined common sense” (“Posits and Reality”, WP, p. 253).
Now we can better understand the basis for this assimilation. Stating the matter
very generally and abstractly, all (actual and putative) knowledge has the same
standards of success—the prediction of observation sentences. What we call
“science” does better at prediction than does common sense knowledge, but
it does better by the same standards as those used by the layperson:

Science is not a substitute for common sense but an extension of it.
The quest for knowledge is properly an effort simply to broaden
and deepen the knowledge which the man in the street already
enjoys, in moderation, in relation to the commonplace things
around him.

(SLS, WP, p. 229)
And again:

science is itself a continuation of common sense. The scientist is
indistinguishable from the common man in his sense of evidence,
except that the scientist is more careful. This increased care is not a
revision of evidential standards, but only the more patient and sys-
tematic collection and use of what anyone would deem to be evidence.

(SLS, WP, p. 233)

Quine’s characterization of science, in his broad sense, is justified by the
fundamental fact that it is only through the impact of energy on our sensory
surfaces, and consequent stimulations of our sensory nerves, that we find out
anything about the world. Here we have a perfect illustration of Quine’s
general method: working from within our system of knowledge to shed
light upon it. The “fundamental fact” is put forward as itself a well confirmed
item of science in the broad sense. It is something that we know in a per-
fectly ordinary way, both by low-level empirical trials and, more abstractly, by
inference from independently well confirmed theories (of neurophysiology
and psychology, perhaps). And this, Quine takes it, is what justifies the
central idea of empiricism. It is then by reference to this idea that we are to
understand our system of the world—the very system which we drew on to
tell us that it is by sensory experience that we find out about the world.

We can gain further insight into Quine’s general view of knowledge by
emphasizing that he sees it as a biological phenomenon. The opening sen-
tences of From Stimulus to Science read like this: “We and other animals notice
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what goes on around us. This helps us by suggesting what we might expect
and even prevent, and thus fosters survival”. (p. 1). This is a conception of
knowledge as an adaptive mechanism, fostering the survival of the indivi-
dual and of the species. Quine explicitly compares human knowledge with
the knowledge of other animals:

An animal’s innate similarity standards are a rudimentary instru-
ment for prediction, and then learning is a progressive refinement
of that instrument, making for more dependable prediction. In
man, and most conspicuously in recent centuries, this refinement
has consisted in the development of a vast and bewildering growth
of conceptual or linguistic apparatus, the whole of natural science.
Biologically, still, it is like the animal’s learning about cats and owls; ir
is a learned improvement over simple induction by innate similarity stan-
dards. It makes for more and better prediction.

(NNK, p. 71; emphasis added)

This point reinforces the connection between knowledge and sensory sti-
mulation. The anticipation and control of future sensory stimulations have
obvious survival value.

To put the point another way: a body of sentences which made no contact
at all with sensory stimulation could be dismissed as a mere game, with no
implications beyond itself; there would be no reason to think of it as telling
us anything about the world, or even as attempting to do so. There would
be no reason to think of such sentences as conveying putative knowledge, or as
being true or false. But it would not be possible to dismiss what we take to be
our ordinary knowledge in the same way. My very survival depends on my
knowing which things to eat and which not, on my staying away from cliff
edges and fierce animals, on my crossing busy roads with some care, and so on.
In these ways and others, some parts, at least, of our ordinary elementary
knowledge must be taken seriously if we are to survive. It cannot be dis-
missed. So we are inevitably in the business of gathering knowledge; the
attempt to do it as well as we can results in advanced science. No doubt our
survival depends on many factors other than knowledge—our ability to coop-
erate with others, for example. But ordinary elementary knowledge is indis-
pensable here too; without it we would not even know that there are others
around us with whom we may cooperate. Knowledge is not all that there is to
human life and human survival, but it is both indispensable and fundamental.

Having said this much, however, we must qualify. The links between
knowledge, survival value, and the prediction of stimulations hold only at
the most general level. The biological origins of our theorizing about the
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world may be that it enhances survival value. But once the enterprise gets
going it takes on a life of its own, independent of its origin. Much of our
knowledge has no readily conceivable survival value, and is none the worse
for it: questions of cosmology, or of remote prehistory, are likely examples.
Once we have in place a conception of the world as enduring through time,
questions about the remote past and future will arise, and their answers will
count as putative knowledge, even if they have no conceivable survival
value. Similarly, perhaps, we have very general methods of solving mathe-
matical questions, and generating new ones; we may have adopted those
methods because of their useable applications, but they will then lead to
further questions with no thought of application (see Chapter 3, section V,
below). Quine is not saying that survival value is or should be the main goal
of science. Science may have originated in the struggle to survive, but by
now it is a long way from its origins. For science as it exists (now and at
least throughout historical times), understanding is a major goal (PT, p. 2).
No doubt the curiosity that makes understanding a goal of science itself
has, or had, survival value, as leading to the growth of knowledge and pre-
dictive power. But curiosity, the drive to understand the world, has also
taken on a life of its own, independent of its survival value. (In this it is no
different from other biological drives.) Again, there is no reason to infer
from Quine’s view that the progress of science is bound to enhance the
prospects for human survival. As he says: “Traits that were developed by
natural selection have been known to prove lethal ... ” (NNK, p. 72).

A few paragraphs back we held up Quine’s use of the idea that our
information about the world came only from stimulations as a paradigm of
his naturalism, of his method of working from within. Some, however,
might hold it up rather as an example of circularity. We could put the point
made earlier by saying: for Quine, a system of beliefs which successfully
predicts sensory experience counts as knowledge, as telling us about the
world, because we know that it is through sensory experience, and only
through sensory experience, that we know anything at all about the world.
From the point of view of more traditional philosophy, however, this answer
begs the question completely. How do we know that it is through sensory
experience that we know anything at all about the world? Quine’s answer is
that we know this in the same very general way in which we know anything
else: it is part of a system of beliefs which successfully predicts sensory
experience. But what was in question was precisely whether having that
status is really sufficient to make something count as knowledge.

Another way to make this point is to raise a version of scepticism: is it
not conceivable that our system of belief should succeed completely in its
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predictions, yet still fail to tell us the truth about the world? It is striking
that Quine has no sympathy at all for this kind of scepticism. He states it
and dismisses it in a single short paragraph:

Our scientific theory can indeed go wrong, and precisely in the
familiar way: through failure of predicted observation. But what if,
happily and unbeknownst, we have achieved a theory that is con-
formable to every possible observation, past and future? In what
sense could the world then be said to deviate from what the theory
claims? Clearly in none. ... Our overall scientific theory demands of
the world only that it be so structured as to assure the sequences of
stimulations that our theory gives us to expect.

(TT, p. 22; emphasis added)

There is no alternative to working from within some conceptual scheme—
our own, since we know no better. So there is no sense to the idea of some
wholly extra-theoretical reality with which our theory could be compared
and perhaps found wanting. Our theory must be judged primarily by its
ability to make correct predictions, even though the connection between
prediction and truth is itself a theoretical matter. So we can ask no more of
our theory of the world than that it enables us to make successful predic-
tions (and do so in the clearest and simplest fashion). For Quine there is no
notion of “the world” or “reality” which is sufficiently robust to give sense
to the idea that we might have a theory which was correct in all its pre-
dictions, but still wrong about the world. This issue is connected with the
question of realism, which we take up immediately.

IIT Realism, instrumentalism, pragmatism

We have been emphasizing the role of sensory stimulation in Quine’s view
of knowledge. This emphasis may give rise to the idea that Quine cannot
really take the things that our knowledge professes to tell us about as rea/. If
our knowledge is no more than a means of predicting stimulation, why
should we take the things it purports to tell us about as really existing? It is
not hard to find passages which reinforce this idea. The first paragraph of
“Things and Their Place in Theories”, for example, reads like this:

Our talk of external things, our very notion of things, is just a conceptual
apparatus that helps us to foresee and control the triggering of our sen-
sory receptors in the light of previous triggering of our sensory receptors.
The triggering, first and last, is all that we have to go on.

(TT, p. 1; emphasis added)
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Again, Quine frequently speaks of objects—the ordinary familiar objects which
he says he counts as real—as posits; this may, again, suggest that he does not
take such objects as being fully real and independent of us. In spite of these
suggestions, however, Quine insists he is a realist about ordinary objects,
and the objects of which the scientists inform us; indeed he describes his
view as “robust realism” (T'T, p. 21). How, and in what sense, can he be a
realist?

Let us begin by contrasting his view with one non-realist position. Pas-
sages such as those just quoted might seem to put forward a view some-
times known as iustrumentalism (also called fictionalism). According to that
view, scientific theories are simply instruments for making predictions, and
the (apparent) entities named in such theories, electrons and neutrons and
what not, are not rea/ entities at all. We accept them as a sort of useful fic-
tion, becaus