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7
C O N C L U S I O N

The history of twentieth-century analytic philosophy is often
depicted as a history of two broadly diverging projects: the for-
mal, science-minded philosophy of the logical positivists and
the common-sense philosophy of the ordinary language philos-
ophers. Quine’s philosophy, though distinct from positivism in
its rejection of the two dogmas, in many respects falls into the
former category. Not only are his views undeniably science-
minded, Quine also adopts the positivists’ rigorous method-
ology, i.e. their insistence on employing the standards of clar-
ity and precision that are most commonly displayed in the sci-
ences.

Given this coarse-grained classification as well as his strong
emphasis on the natural sciences in the construction of a regi-
mented language, it is not surprising that Quine’s naturalism
is often depicted as some sort of scientism in sheep’s clothing,
as an implausibly deferential worldview in which every type of
inquiry is ultimately evaluated in terms of its merit for the sci-
ences narrowly conceived. Indeed, in contemporary philosophy
Quinean naturalism is often identified with a staunch rejection
of normative epistemology and with an austerely eliminativist
form of physicalism.

In this book, however, I have argued that this is a mistake.
I have offered a reading of Quine’s naturalism in which the
adoption of a radically immanent perspective lies at the heart
of his philosophy. First and foremost, Quinean naturalism is a
rejection of the transcendental, i.e. a dismissal of any philos-
ophy that purports to offer an outside vantage point. Quine
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220 conclusion

rejects traditional philosophy because it is presupposes an ex-
ternal perspective, not because it is inherently unscientific.

In response to the question as to wherein our perspective
should be immanent, Quine’s answer, of course, is ‘science’. It
is partly because of this reason that his naturalism is often inter-
preted as scientistic. I have argued, however, that such a read-
ing presents Quine’s philosophy the wrong way around. Even if
we, like Quine, adopt a strictly science-immanent perspective, a
question that remains to be answered is how broad our concep-
tion of science ought to be. Quine’s notion of science, we saw, is
quite broad as it encompasses what Haack (1993a, 172) calls our
complete ‘web of empirical beliefs’, including common sense.1

It is only after adopting such a broadly science-immanent per-
spective that Quine, in constructing his regimented language,
starts making choices that many contemporary philosophers
have argued to be unduly restrictive. Quine’s ideas about the
ultima facie bounds of science, in other words, are established
from within as well (Ricketts, 1982).

When it comes to his naturalism, therefore, Quine’s position is
more closely aligned with ordinary language philosophy than
has been often supposed. Even though Quine and the ordinary
language philosophers exhibit a difference in style as well as
a difference in emphasis—in Word and Object, Quine worries
that ordinary language philosophers “exalt ordinary language
to the exclusion of one of its own traits: its disposition to keep
on evolving” (WO, 1960b, 3)—both acknowledge that “we all
must start in the middle” and eschew transcendental perspec-
tives (ibid., 4). Indeed, in reflecting on the role of naturalism in
twentieth-century analytic philosophy, Quine has claimed that

1 It is therefore not surprising that Quine, when confronted with Strawson’s
call for a more liberal variant of naturalism, argued that Strawson “wouldn’t
find the discrepancy” between scientific and liberal naturalism if he had
shifted “to a more liberal [. . . ] conception of science” (ICQ*, 1993a).
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“certainly the ordinary language philosophers [. . . ] are as natu-
ralistic as one could wish” (ICQ*, 1993a).

Reading Quine’s naturalism as a radically science-immanent
philosophy sheds new light on his arguments against tradi-
tional epistemology and metaphysics. I have argued that Quine
does not reject the traditionalists’ views out of despair but be-
cause they crucially presuppose an extra-scientific vantage point.
In epistemology, both the sceptic who questions our knowledge
about the external world and the empiricist who tries to justify
this knowledge by reconstructing it from sense data rely on
the viability of such a transcendental perspective. The sceptic
presupposes that she can challenge science without presuppos-
ing science, whereas the empiricist presupposes that she can
answer this challenge by reducing our theory to some science-
independent sensory language. In a similar fashion, Quine dis-
misses traditional metaphysics. For in asking what reality is
really like, the traditional metaphysicist is asking us to set aside
our ordinary perspective on reality.

To be fair, not many traditional epistemologists and meta-
physicists will have recognized the way in which Quine has
depicted their projects. After all, to a certain extent it is com-
monplace in philosophy that there are no Archimedean van-
tage points. Quine’s contribution, however, lies not so much
in the nature of his critique as in the rigor with which he extin-
guishes transcendental theorizing. Quine’s adoption of an abso-
lute science-immanent approach has led him to dismiss a broad
range of widely accepted presuppositions. To name only a few
of the examples I have discussed: he has adopted a strictly defla-
tionary theory of truth, linguistic understanding, and justifica-
tion; and rejected the distinctions between science and the logic
of science, between internal and practical external questions,
and between science and epistemology. Even if many contempo-
rary philosophers reject transcendental perspectives in theory,
in other words, Quine believes that they do not always practice
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what they preach. Quine’s naturalism is radical not because it
is science-immanent, but because it is science-immanent.

Beside my interpretation of Quine’s naturalism, a second ma-
jor theme in this study has been the interplay between nat-
uralism and holism in Quine’s philosophy. The two themes
are connected because it is holism that explains why Quine
adopts a science-immanent approach. For not only do his ar-
guments against traditional epistemology and metaphysics cru-
cially rely on holistic reasoning—according to Quine we can-
not make sense of the first philosophers’ extra-scientific use of
concepts like ‘evidence’, ‘truth’ and ‘reality’—also in his own
development, Quine’s growing naturalism goes hand in hand
with his gradual adoption of an ever broadening holism. Scru-
tinizing both his published and unpublished work, I have re-
constructed Quine’s development and shown how his position
evolved from a strictly behaviorist version of empiricism as well
as a narrow-scoped holism to a picture of inquiry in which all
statements—even our mathematical, ontological, and epistemo-
logical statements—are epistemically on a par.

The idea that all statements are epistemically on a par might
be understood in two ways: as the view that every statement
is always up for revision whenever an observation categori-
cal turns out to be false and as the view that every statement
is at least in principle vulnerable to revision. I have argued
that Quine, in order to maintain his critique of the science-
philosophy distinction, does not require the former view, i.e.
does not need the view that “our scientific system of the world
[is] involved en bloc in every prediction (FME, 1975a, 71). Rather,
what Quine requires is universal revisability. And indeed, where
Quine gave up the former view by adopting a moderate holism,
he maintained the latter by showing how all statements, our
logical truths in particular, remain revisable even if they are
analytic.



conclusion 223

The firm connection between holism and naturalism also
played a central role in my critical discussion of Maddy. I have
argued that Maddy’s call for mathematical naturalism—a phi-
losophy of mathematics that aims to do better justice to ac-
tual set theoretic practice—is unacceptable precisely because
she fails to acknowledge that all statements will ultimately be
evaluated in terms of their contribution to science as a whole.
Although Quine in this response requires the extra assumption
that science is not discontinuous, I have argued that there is
no reason to conclude that this assumption should be given up
solely because scientists and mathematicians appeal to different
norms in their everyday inquiries.

In claiming that Quine’s science-immanent approach lies at
the heart of his philosophy and in claiming that this approach
relies on his holism, I am not implying that this is the only way
to understand his views or that naturalism and holism play
some sort of foundational role in his philosophy. Quine’s an-
tifoundationalism extends to his own views as well; there are
no fundamental building blocks from which everything else
can be derived. In presenting his philosophy in a systematic
way, one could also legitimately start out with his “attack on
standard philosophical views about meaning” (Harman, 1967,
124), his “naturalistic-behavioristic thesis of language” (Gibson,
1988, 1), or his logical pragmatist “conception of human beings
and human action” (Glock, 2003, 1-2). I have chosen the present
approach because naturalism seems to be Quine’s most influen-
tial legacy and because doubts about his ‘taste for desert land-
scapes’ seem to play a crucial role in the popularity of so called
liberal variants of naturalism today. In reinterpreting Quine’s
naturalism, therefore, I have not only aimed to contribute to
the developing field of Quine studies, I have also aimed to shed
new light on the philosophical presuppositions that underlie
today’s dominant metaphilosophy.




