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Preface 

This volume examines the views of the most influential American 
philosopher of the post-war period, Willard van Orman Quine. His 
views are interesting and important in their own right, but they are of 
value too in providing the background to much recent analytical 
philosophy. Many philosophers who do not agree with Quine 
consciously develop their views in response to his, and I hope that the 
book will help with understanding these developments. In line with the 
aims of the series, I have tried to make the book accessible to non-
philosophers and to students. To this end, there is little discussion of 
technical issues in logic and the philosophy of mathematics, and I have 
tried to explain all of the logical notation that I have used. 

Writing about a contemporary philosopher calls for a balance between 
exposition and critical evaluation. A compromise is needed between a 
careful exposition which risks suggesting that the subject cannot provide 
a clear statement of his own views, and an extended critical engagement 
which may leave the reader uncertain why the author thinks his subject’s 
views are important. Quine’s writings are not easily understood: he is a 
systematic philosopher, and the systematic underpinnings of his 
positions are not always apparent. Hence, the early chapters are 
weighted more heavily towards exegesis, and towards placing Quine’s 
views within this wider context, but the amount of critical evaluation 
grows as the volume proceeds. 

I am grateful to Jonathan Dancy for comments upon an early draft, 
which led to many improvements of style and substance, to Harold 
Noonan, whose comments on part of the text saved me from several 
mistakes, and to Michael Bryon for helpful discussions of Quine and 
Carnap. My greatest debt is to my wife, Jo, who provided indispensable 
personal support during the writing, and technical support in coping 
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with a recalcitrant word processor, and even found time to improve my 
English after reading the final draft. 

C. H. 



Note on References 

Works cited in the text are listed in the References (pp. 221–4). This 
list is in two main parts, the first covering works by Quine and 
subdivided into ‘Books’, and ‘Articles which are not reprinted in any of 
the books’. In each case the list is given in date order of first 
publication, and an abbreviation is shown by which the work is referred 
to in the text as source for quotations. For ease of reference book initials 
are given in parentheses after first mention of articles that appear in the 
books. 

The second part of the References, ‘Other References’, lists works by 
other writers. It is arranged alphabetically and, for authors with more 
than one entry, in date order of first publication; where applicable, 
however, page references in the text are to the subsequent edition cited. 
Works in this part are referred to in the text by author/date. 



Introduction 

Quine was born in 1908. He studied as a graduate student at Harvard, 
and apart from short visits to Oxford, Paris and other centres of 
learning, he stayed there as a philosophy teacher until his retirement in 
the mid-1970s. No contemporary thinker can equal the influence he has 
upon recent analytical philosophy, through both his teaching and his 
extensive publications. 

These publications include at least fifteen books together with 
numerous articles. Many of these, including most of the early ones, are 
concerned with formal logic. The works with the greatest philosophical 
impact are From a Logical Point of View, published in 1953, and Word 
and Object, from 1960. A number of monographs and collections have 
appeared since then, and his philosophical views have been clarified and 
developed in many ways. However, the core of his position is present in 
these relatively early works. The former is a collection of papers, 
including two classics, ‘On what there is’ and ‘Two dogmas of 
empiricism’. These contain trenchant criticisms of many of the 
assumptions of twentieth-century empiricism, and advocate what is 
described as a kind of pragmatism. 

Word and Object is an extended treatise on philosophy of language. 
Many themes from the earlier book remain, but they are systematically 
developed and related to a naturalistic perspective which had not been 
evident in 1953. This naturalism involves stressing continuities between 
philosophy and empirical science, and approaching philosophical issues 
from the point of view of an austere, somewhat behaviourist standpoint. 
It leads to one of Quine’s most famous, and most controversial, 
doctrines, the indeterminacy of translation. 

Particularly because he avowed ‘pragmatism’ in 1953, and because he 
is linked to John Dewey by his defence of ‘naturalism’, some people are 
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tempted to view Quine as a distinctively American philosopher. He is 
seen as continuing the pragmatist tradition of Peirce, William James, 
Dewey, Mead and others. While he was influenced by his Harvard 
teacher C. I. Lewis, who belonged to that tradition, such an 
interpretation would be highly misleading. It encourages a distorted 
reading of the work of the earlier pragmatists, who would have found 
many of Quine’s views uncongenial, and, more important, it can prevent 
our appreciating Quine’s relations to the logical empiricist or logical 
positivist movement. While in his early twenties Quine had visited the 
Vienna Circle, the home of logical positivism, and this seems to have 
shaped his philosophical outlook. His views cannot be understood other 
than as a response to the positions defended by Rudolf Carnap and the 
other positivists. The force of his critical arguments is missed when it is 
not appreciated that he is arguing against the form of empiricism which 
he encountered in the work of Carnap. And the reader will fail to 
understand his positive views if it is not seen that he remained faithful 
to the underlying spirit of positivism. 

The outlook of the Viennese positivists involved several related 
components. Most important was a commitment to scientism: scientific 
knowledge serves as a paradigm for all knowledge; and philosophy can 
be a respectable activity only if it can itself be pursued as a science. In 
most cases, this was coupled with the claim that all of the sciences could 
be unified into a single body of knowledge grounded in physics, and 
with the view that physics tells the whole story about the fundamental 
character of reality. This led to a repudiation of areas of discourse that 
did not meet scientific standards. Metaphysics, religious claims, ethical 
and aesthetic propositions were rejected as meaningless. These views 
were grounded semantically, employing the empiricist view that the 
meaning of a word or sentence somehow involved a connection with 
experience. If we do not know what experience would show that a 
proposition was true, we do not understand the proposition. Philosophers 
could employ logical analysis to clarify the meanings of troublesome 
words and sentences – or to reveal that they had no meaning. 

In ‘Two dogmas of empiricism’ (FLPV), Quine attacked the semantic 
doctrines of the positivists. He denied that we can talk sensibly about 
the links between particular propositions and experience, rejected the 
positivists’ ideal of philosophical analysis, challenged their reductionist 
assumptions, and insisted upon the holistic character of the relations 
between our beliefs and our experience. He concluded that philosophers’ 
use of the notion of meaning was indefensible, and thus challenged the 



INTRODUCTION 3 

whole idea of philosophical analysis. 
However, his commitment to other positivist dogmas remained. He 

never rejected empiricism, and he continued to believe that philosophy 
must be scientific. This is the source of his naturalism; and his austere 
behaviourist approach reflects his continuing loyalty to the view that 
reality is a physical system. His greatest philosophical contribution has 
probably been to develop, in a consistent and rigorous fashion, the 
consequences of a set of assumptions whose appeal cannot be denied even 
by those philosophers who reject them. All our knowledge of external 
reality comes through the senses; the only real knowledge is scientific 
knowledge; and the universe is, fundamentally, a physical system. 
Above all, Quine is a systematic philosopher who has articulated this 
empiricist, physicalist vision of knowledge and reality with great clarity. 

This volume is divided into four parts. The first of these examines the 
views defended in From a Logical Point of View, and introduces the 
sources of Quine’s naturalism. The second part explains the metaphysical 
and logical doctrines which determine the character of many of his 
views, and which come to the fore in Word and Object. W e here consider 
his physicalism and his view that an adequate language for science is 
‘extensional’. In the third part, we examine the indeterminacy of 
translation, and compare Quine’s views with those of a philosopher 
much influenced by him, Donald Davidson. Davidson exploits Quine’s 
insights about language while rejecting some of the underlying 
commitments which link him to the positivist movement. This enables 
us, in the final part, to begin to evaluate Quine’s physicalist naturalism 
and his empiricism. By the end of this part , we shall unravel some of the 
complexities of Quine’s position and see how it is possible to dissent 
from it. 





Part I 

The Evolution of Empiricism 





1 
Language and the 

World 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

In ‘Five milestones of empiricism’, reprinted in Theories and Things, 
Quine describes ‘five points where empiricism has taken a turn for the 
better’ (TT, p. 67) since the seventeenth century. He sees his own work 
as the culmination of this process of improvement. Examining these five 
‘milestones’ will enable us to introduce some of the doctrines for which 
he is best known, and will also help us to see how Quine himself views 
the historical context of his philosophical position. This will occupy us 
for the first three chapters. 

We do not require a precise definition of ‘empiricism’: it is enough 
that empiricists take seriously the claims of the sciences to provide our 
best knowledge of reality, and hold that this knowledge is grounded in 
sensory experience. When we raise the philosophical question of how 
such knowledge of reality is possible at all, we tend to focus first upon 
questions of evidential support: how does experience enable us to sort 
our beliefs into those that are true and those that are false? But there is a 
prior question about how thoughts and utterances can be about the 
world at all: what is it for a sound, an inscription on paper or a 
blackboard, or a state of someone’s mind, to represent some external 
state of affairs? What is involved in understanding a thought or 
utterance, in knowing what it means? These questions raise a host of 
issues about representation, meaning and reference which have been 
fundamental for twentieth-century analytical philosophy. 

It is an assumption of much twentieth-century philosophy that we 
naturally fall victim to certain deeply mistaken pictures of how thought 
and language relate to the world. They tend to be uncritically accepted, 
but seriously distort our philosophical thinking; indeed, these false 
pictures often give rise to apparent philosophical problems, which can be 
dismissed once the pictures that produce them are rejected. For many 
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analytical philosophers, all of the traditional ‘ p r o b l e m s of philosophy’ 
result from this kind of distortion. The ‘milestones’ to which Quine 
refers all involve developments in our philosophical understanding of 
representation: they promise philosophical enlightenment by overthrow­
ing entrenched, but mistaken, conceptions of how thought and language 
work. 

W e can pass over the first milestone rapidly. It is ‘the shift of 
attention from ideas to words’; focusing the analysis of representation 
upon linguistic expressions or utterances rather than upon thoughts or 
ideas. The merit of this shift was that attention could turn from 
shadowy objects of introspection to more easily examined public 
representations. My concern in this chapter is with the second 
milestone, ‘the shift of semantic focus from terms to sentences’. This 
introduces some of the most important foundational doctrines for 
contemporary philosophy of language. Examining these will help us to 
explain Quine’s approach to issues of what he calls ‘on to logy’ , in his 
classic paper ‘On what there is’ (FLPV). 

1.2 MEANING AND NAMING 

A natural starting point for an explanation of how language works is 
that words stand for things; we understand a word when we know what 
thing it stands for. Thus, I understand the word ‘London’ when I know 
which city it refers to or denotes, and I understand ‘Quine’ when I know 
which person it names. A sentence can then be looked on as a sequence 
or arrangement of words, and our understanding of the sentence is built 
out of our knowledge of what the words stand for. Finally, we can say 
that a sentence is true when the arrangement of words in the sentence 
corresponds, in some fashion, to the arrangement in reality of the things 
that those words stand for. This is only a vague sketch of a possible 
theory – the notion of arrangement conceals a host of problems – but it 
will do as a stalking horse for our present discussion; it cannot be denied 
that it has considerable initial plausibility. In this section, I shall 
introduce some problems faced by any theory of this general shape. W e 
can then investigate how Quine’s second milestone enables us to move 
beyond this theory and respond to these problems. 

By way of preparation, we must labour the obvious point that a 
language such as English contains expressions of different kinds. 
Consider the sentence: 
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Quine is American. 

The name ‘Quine’ functions as a subject expression which purports to 
pick out a unique individual: we shall call it a singular term. ‘London’ is 
also a singular term, and it is clear too that a more complex phrase, a 
‘definite description’ such as ‘The author of Word and Object’, can also be 
used to pick out a single individual. The expression ‘ i s American’ does 
not purport to pick out a single individual, but rather expresses a 
general characteristic which can be applied to many things: such 
expressions can be called predicates. The sentence inset above is formally 
analogous to 

London is populous. 

Each employs a singular term together with a predicate which is used to 
apply some characteristic to the individual that the singular term refers 
to. Using upper case letters ‘F’, ‘G’ etc. to mark the places occupied by 
predicates, and lower cases letters ‘a’, ‘b’, etc. to mark the places of 
singular terms, we can express this common form: 

Fa (It is a logician’s convention that the predicate is written first.) 

A sentence such as: 

Brutus killed Caesar 

contains two singular terms (two subject expressions), ‘Brutus’ and 
‘Caesar’, together with a predicate expression that expresses a relation 
between two persons, that of killing. Using ‘R’ etc. to mark the places 
of relational predicates, we can express the form of this sentence: 

Rab. 

The sentence 

London is south of Birmingham 

is also of this form: it concerns a relation between two things. 
There is one other kind of expression to which I want to draw 

attention here. In a sentence like 
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It is not the case that Quine is German, 

the expression ‘it is not the case that’ is attached to the complete 
sentence ‘Quine is German’. Similarly, two complete sentences are 
conjoined by ‘and’ in: 

Quine is American and Frege is German. 

Following logician’s practice, I shall use ‘~’ to express ‘it is not the case 
that’ (negation) and ‘&’ to express ‘and’ (conjunction). The forms of our 
last two sentences can be expressed: 

~Fa 

Fa & Gb. 

These expressions which attach to, or connect, complete sentences will 
be called connectives or operators. ‘Or’ (disjunction), formally expressed 
by ‘v’, functions analogously to ‘and’. 

Thus, we have three kinds of expressions: singular terms, including 
names; predicates including relational expressions; and various operators. 
There is no suggestion that this exhausts the resources of a natural 
language, nor that it accounts for all occurrences of the expressions that 
we have mentioned. But it provides us with a useful account of a 
fragment of most natural languages, and contains just enough 
complexity to enable us to understand some important philosophical 
doctrines: we can formulate difficulties for our plausible account of 
language. 

Let us begin by looking at how predicates work. It seems easy enough 
to find the things that singular terms stand for: ‘Quine’ stands for a 
man, ‘London’ for a city, and these are comfortably concrete observable 
objects. But what of an expression like ‘is red’, ‘is American’ or ‘killed’? 
These do not stand for concrete observable objects. ‘Red’ cannot stand 
for any particular red object for it could not then be used to say truly of 
any other object that it is red. The only candidate for the referent of ‘is 
red’ is that it stands for the attribute or general character of redness or of 
being-red. This does not seem to be a concrete or observable thing: I can 
see particular red things, but I cannot see the general character of 
redness. We seem to be committed by our account of representation to 
the view that there are such general characters, that we are aware of 
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them, and that we only understand predicates by somehow associating 
them with such general objects. 

A parallel problem arises from the use of operators or connectives: 
what do ‘not’ and ‘and’ stand for? There does not seem to be anything in 
our experience to serve as the meanings of these expressions, yet the 
theory of meaning under discussion requires that there be such objects 
and that understanding the expressions involves associating them with 
these objects. Once we extend the fragment of language with which we 
are dealing, it looks as if we shall be led into such absurdities as the 
claim that there is something, viz. nothing, which the expression 
‘nothing’ stands for. 

Finally, let us consider the expressions for which the referential theory 
of meaning seems best suited, names and other singular terms. We all of 
us, including Quine, presumably understand the two sentences below: 

Hamlet killed Laertes 

Pegasus was a winged horse 

It does not matter for the present whether we think those sentences are 
true or false. It is enough that we can understand them, for they contain 
names – ‘Hamlet’, ‘Laertes’, and ‘Pegasus’ – for creatures from fiction or 
mythology. Although we can observe actors portraying Hamlet, we 
cannot see the Prince of Denmark himself. He stands in no causal 
relations to other concrete objects, and he has no location in space and 
time. Like Pegasus, he seems to be a non-existent object. If the views 
about names described above are correct, then our understanding of the 
names employed in these sentences shows that there are – and that we 
can talk about – real things which do not exist. 

Even if this is accepted, there is scope for considerable disagreement 
about just what these names refer to. Some hold – implausibly – that 
Hamlet is an idea in someone’s mind; others claim that he is a merely 
possible object; others that he is a sui generis fictional entity. We do not 
need to get involved in these debates, since Quine does not consider that 
these examples raise a serious problem for the referential theory. 
Adopting a view that was anticipated by Frege, and has subsequently 
been developed in much more detail by John Searle and Gareth Evans, 
Quine suggests that talk of Pegasus, Hamlet and their properties is not 
serious factual discourse. We ‘frivolously’ pretend to make assertions 
about winged horses, and to talk about the goings-on in Elsinore, 


