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6
S C I E N C E , S C I E N T I S M , A N D S E T S

Summary: In this final chapter, I discuss and evaluate two ar-
guments which aim to show that there exists a fundamental
tension between Quine’s holism and his naturalism. First, I dis-
cuss Penelope Maddy’s argument that Quine’s naturalism is
too weak. A true naturalist, Maddy argues, should take scientific
practices at face value, not evaluate them in terms of their con-
tribution to science as a whole. Against Maddy, I argue that
holistic pictures of inquiry can accommodate what scientists
are doing and that pluralistic versions of naturalism face deep-
rooted problems. Secondly, I discuss Susan Haack’s argument
that Quine’s naturalism is too strong. According to Haack, Quine
unconsciously vacillates between two notion of ‘science’, some-
thing which pushes him into the direction of an implausibly
strong scientism. Against Haack, I argue that Quine’s natural-
ism is more moderate than it might appear and should not be
interpreted as scientistic.1

6.1 introduction

In the previous chapters, we have seen how naturalism and ho-
lism intertwine in Quine’s philosophy. Holism plays a crucial
role in Quine’s defusion of the science-philosophy distinction

1 The second half of this chapter is an adapted version of the paper “Rafts
and Cruise Ships: Quine’s Naturalism Disambiguated” (under review-d). I
thank the people who attended my talk at the Free University Amsterdam
for their valuable comments. Section 6 is partly based on “Quine, Putnam,
and the Naturalization of Metaphysics” (2013) that appeared in Metaphysics
or Modernity? (eds. S. Baumgartner, T. Heisenberg, and S. Krebs, pp. 249-269).
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174 science , scientism , and sets

(chapter 1), in his explicit arguments against traditional episte-
mology and metaphysics (chapters 2-3), and in the early devel-
opment of his naturalism (chapter 4). Conversely, we have seen
that Quine’s views about holism themselves partly rely on his
naturalistic theory of language learning (chapter 5).

Not everyone is convinced that holism and naturalism are
this closely related however. In fact, many have argued that
there exists a fundamental tension between the two: where nat-
uralism seems to be a thoroughly uncompromising thesis about
the epistemic status of the (natural) sciences, i.e. a scientistic
worldview in sheep’s clothing, holism seems to be a relatively
tolerant thesis—a view about theory selection that is compati-
ble with a wide range of philosophical perspectives.2 That is,
where naturalism seems to rule out some theses or types of in-
quiry as unscientific, there seems to be no reason why holism
cannot rule them back in.3

If the above line of reasoning is correct, then there are two
ways to attack Quine’s philosophy on Quinean grounds. On
the one hand, one might appeal to naturalism and argue that
Quine’s holism supports views that are evidently extra-scien-
tific—something a true naturalist, by definition, should never
allow. On the other hand, one might appeal to holism and argue
that Quine’s naturalism puts unnecessary constraints on his the-

2 See Fogelin (1997), who distinguishes in Quine’s philosophy two conflicting
components: a “hard component”, consisting of physicalism, extensionalism,
naturalism, and behaviorism; and a “soft component” consisting of holism,
universal revisability, and the indeterminacy theses. See also Weir (2014, 114-
5), who argues (1) that ‘the heart of Quine’s naturalism is a reductionist form
of scientism” and (2) that there is in Quine’s philosophy “a tension (indeed
an outright inconsistency) between a hard-line reductionism from which he
never broke free and the holistic anti-reductionism which is his official posi-
tion”.

3 Lewis’ (1986) modal realism, for instance, appears to be a characteristic ex-
ample of a distinctively philosophical thesis that is primarily defended on
the basis of broadly holistic considerations in the Quinean sense. See Rosen
(2014, §4) and Williamson (2014, 9-11).
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orizing, constraints that needlessly impede scientific progress
as naturalism dismisses some legitimate types of inquiry as un-
scientific.

In this final chapter, I discuss and evaluate what I believe
to be the best-developed versions of both types of argument. I
start out with an argument of Penelope Maddy, who zooms in
on Quine’s ideas about the justification of set theory and who
signals that these ideas strongly conflict with the views of the
set theorists themselves. According to Maddy, Quine’s ideas
about set theory are heavily influenced by his holism, some-
thing that is unjustified from a naturalistic perspective, accord-
ing to which any scientific enterprise should be evaluated on
its own terms (sections 6.2-6.3). In response to this argument, I
show (1) that holistic pictures of inquiry can accommodate what
set theorists are doing and (2) that pluralistic versions of natu-
ralism face profound problems which have led Maddy herself
to commit to a type of holism that is not in any sense weaker
than the holism to which Quine subscribes (sections 6.4-6.6).

Next, I turn to an argument of Susan Haack, who zooms in
on Quine’s views on the justification of natural science and sig-
nals that his implausibly strong naturalism forces him to reject
this issue as illegitimate (sections 6.7-6.8). Haack, who herself
defends a modest variant of naturalism—a variant which she
justifies on the basis of Quine’s holism—argues that Quine un-
consciously vacillates between two notions of ‘science’, and that
it is this vacillation which explains his unjustifiably strong vari-
ant of naturalism. After having examined Quine’s responses
to Haack, I argue that Haack and Quine are talking past each
other and that once this mutual misunderstanding is cleared up,
Quine’s naturalism turns out to be more modest, and hence less
scientistic, than it may have first appeared (sections 6.9-6.12).
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6.2 justifying the axioms of set theory

Let me start with Maddy’s argument for the conclusion that
Quine’s naturalism is needlessly curbed. Maddy arrives at this
conclusion in her pursuit of an answer to the question of what
justifies the axioms of set theory, the branch of mathematics
which is often taken too serve as a foundation for mathematics
as a whole.4

The justification of mathematical knowledge has always been
a central concern of empirically-minded philosophers. After all,
mathematics seems to be an indisputable counterexample to the
empiricists’ core idea that all our knowledge about the world ul-
timately originates in sense experience. As we have seen, even
the Carnap-Quine debate about the analytic-synthetic distinc-
tion can, to some extent, be understood as a conflict about how
we are to account for our mathematical knowledge.5 Maddy,
however, transforms this traditional empiricist question into a
question about the justification of the axioms of set theory. For
she argues, if all mathematics is unified by set theory, and all set
theory can be derived from its axioms, some of the empiricists’
most central worries concerning the justification of mathemat-

4 For instance by Quine himself. See (STL, 1963, 4) and (FSS, 1995b, 86-7). In
particular, Quine thinks of set theory as providing an ‘ontological reduction’
of mathematics. See (ORWN, 1964). Note that set theory’s foundational role
thus need not be spelled out in terms of its axioms being more certain than
our mathematical truths. See (OR, 1968c, 43). This is something Maddy herself
also emphasizes; for her, set theory is primarily foundational because it plays
a strong unifying role. See Maddy (1997, ch. I.2).

5 See (QSM, 1988, 26): “How, Carnap asked, can mathematics be meaningful de-
spite lacking empirical context? His answer was that mathematics is analytic.
Holism’s answer is that mathematics, insofar as applied in science, imbibes
the shared empirical content of the critical masses to which it contributes”.
This stick-figure summary already nicely illustrates why Maddy disagrees
with Quine. Maddy is not satisfied with Quine’s ‘holistic answer’; she wants
a naturalistic answer.
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ics boil down to question of how the axioms of set theory are
justified:

The truths of mathematics hold a place of honour in
our collective web of belief. While our fondest empiri-
cal beliefs [. . . ] are all supported by definitive accumu-
lations of good empirical evidence [. . . ] in the mathe-
matical case [. . . ] we must reach fundamental assump-
tions [. . . ] The astounding achievement of the founda-
tional studies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries was the discovery that these fundamental as-
sumptions could themselves be proved from a standpoint
more fundamental still, that of the theory of sets. The
idea is simple: the objects of any branch of classical math-
ematics—numbers, functions, spaces, algebraic
structures—can be modelled as sets, and resulting ver-
sions of the standard theorems can be proved in set the-
ory. So the most fundamental of the fundamental assump-
tions of mathematics, the only such assumptions that
truly cannot be proved, are the axioms of the theory of
sets itself. In this sense, then, our much-valued mathe-
matical knowledge rests on [. . . ] the set-theoretic axioms
[. . . ] what justifies [these] axioms? (Maddy, 1997, 1-2)

This fundamental question about the grounds of the axioms of
set theory is particularly pressing because there are quite a few
mathematical questions that cannot be settled solely on the ba-
sis of classical set theory, i.e. on the basis of Zermelo-Fraenkel
set theory with the axiom of choice (ZFC). The most notorious
example of such an ‘independent question’ is Cantor’s Contin-
uum Hypothesis (CH), which can neither be proved nor be dis-
proved in ZFC.6 This situation has led to a search for additional
axioms that do decide such problems. The question, however, is

6 CH is the hypothesis that (assuming a well-ordered continuum) the smallest
cardinal number greater than ℵ0 (the cardinality of the integers) is ℵ1 (the
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how we are to decide between different axiom candidates. An-
swering this question naturally depends on one’s views about
what justifies the axioms of set theory.7

As a case study, Maddy focuses on one particular axiom can-
didate, viz. the axiom of constructibility (hereafter V = L).8

Prima facie, this axiom candidate seems to be a good choice
because V = L does decide most independent questions. The
continuum hypothesis, for example, can be proved from ZFC
+ V = L.9 Moreover, V = L also seems to be a good candidate
from a holistic perspective, as Quine has argued:

sentences such as the continuum hypothesis [. . . ] which
are independent of [ZFC], can still be submitted to the
considerations of simplicity, economy, and naturalness
that contribute to the molding of scientific theories gener-
ally. Such considerations support [. . . ] V = L. (PT, 1990g,
95)

In fact, Quine not only argues that these considerations ‘sup-
port’ V = L, he argues that we should adopt V = L (or an

cardinality of the reals). Gödel (1939) proved that ZFC cannot disprove CH;
Cohen (1963, 1964) proved that ZFC cannot prove CH either.

7 Intuitively, one might simply suggest that one ought to look for self-evident
axioms. Maddy believes this to be impossible, however, as not even the exist-
ing axioms of ZFC were accepted because they are self-evident. See Maddy
(1988a,b). See also (STL, 1963, 4): “The natural attitude on the question what
classes exist is that any open sentence determines a class. Since this is discred-
ited [viz. by Russell’s paradox], we have to be deliberate about our axioms
of class existence and explicit about reasoning from them; intuition is not in
general to be trusted here”.

8 L is the union of all stages Lα, such that at every stage α+ 1, one uses only
those subsets of Lα which are definable by a first-order formula whose quan-
tifiers range over, and whose parameters are drawn from Lα. V = L, then,
states that L describes the total universe of sets V , and thus that every set is
constructible. See Maddy (1997, 64-5).

9 In fact, the continuum hypothesis can be proved from ZF + V = L as the
axiom of constructibility implies the axiom of choice.
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equally plausible candidate axiom) precisely because it satisfies
these maxims. For according to Quine, these are the only con-
siderations there are: “In set theory [. . . ] we find ourselves en-
gaged in something very like convention [. . . ] We find ourselves
making deliberate choices and setting them forth unaccompanied
by any attempt at justification other than in terms of elegance and con-
venience” (CLT, 1954a, 117, my emphasis).10

Yet although V = L decides many independent questions and
Quine believes it to be an interesting axiom candidate from a
holistic perspective, the axiom is rejected by the majority of set
theorists.11 How can this be? One of Maddy’s main philosoph-
ical goals is to answer the following two questions: (1) Is the
question whether or not to adopt V = L a genuine question?
That is, is there a fact of the matter with respect to the truth
of V = L? (2) If the question whether or not to adopt V = L

is a genuine question, how are we to answer it? We shall see
that Maddy has given different answers to these questions at
different stages of her career. In what follows, I examine these
answers and show how she has come to develop an argument
against Quine’s holistic evaluation in the process.

10 See also Ebbs (2011a). Quine has maintained this attitude throughout his ca-
reer. See (RCP, 1986c, 400) and (IV, 1991a, 243). Note that the important point
here is Quine’s selection criterion, not his commitment to V = L. For he does
consider alternatives: “More sweeping economies have been envisioned by
Hermann Weyl, Paul Lorenz, Errett Bishop, and currently Hao Wang and
Solomon Feferman, who would establish that all mathematical needs of sci-
ence can be supplied on the meager basis of what has come to be known
as predicative set theory. Such gains are of a piece with the simplifications
and economies that are hailed as progress within natural science itself. It is
a matter of tightening and streamlining our global system of the world” (PT,
1990g, 95). See also (RHW, 1986e, 648). See Decock (2002a, §§3-4) for a history
of Quine’s evolving views about set theory.

11 For a list of set theorists that have rejected the axiom, see Maddy (1997, I.6).
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6.3 realism and naturalism

Maddy started out as a ‘set-theoretic realist’, a view inspired by
Gödel’s platonism and Quine’s indispensability argument for
the existence of mathematical objects.12 In Realism in Mathemat-
ics (1990), Maddy answers the above two questions from this
realist perspective. In response to the first question, she argues
that the problem of whether or not to adopt V = L is a genuine
problem because there is a fact of the matter about V = L in the
objectively existing world of sets; and in response to the second
question, she argues that it is an “open problem” (pace Quine)
whether or not V = L is indeed the correct axiom (Maddy, 1990,
ch. 4.5).

In her second book, however, Maddy changes her mind with
respect to the latter answer. She now argues for the stronger
conclusion that a set-theoretic realist (still pace Quine) should re-
ject V = L. By means of an insightful historical sketch, Maddy
shows how mathematicians over the last two centuries grad-
ually came to reject a methodological maxim she calls ‘defin-
abilism’, i.e.“the requirement that every mathematical object be
definable in a certain uniform way” (1997, 116). According to
Maddy, mathematicians slowly came to reject this principle be-

12 For Gödel’s realism, see his (1947). Quine’s indispensability argument has
been briefly discussed in section 4.10. Recall Quine’s switch from nominalism
to realism in his (1948) letter to Woodger: “A brief reflection now on ontology.
I suppose the question 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” (QWC*, 1938-1982). Later, Quine
would add that we do not only need to accept abstract entities because they
contribute to our best scientific theories, but that he sees “no way of meeting
the needs of scientific theory, let alone those of everyday discourse, without
admitting universals irreducibly into our ontology” (SID, 1980b, 450). The
term ‘indispensability argument’ is from Putnam (1971, 347).
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cause it turned out to be unnecessarily restricting.13 Now, be-
cause V = L is an axiom that is related to this old-fashioned
methodological maxim—it requires every set to be definable in
a uniform way—Maddy concludes that the axiom should not
be adopted:

The connection between V = L and Definabilism is ob-
vious. The Axiom of Constructibility states that sets are
definable in a uniform, indeed, in a predicative, way. In
contemporary mathematics, the assumption that V = L

appears as a throw-back to an especially strong from of
a now-discredited methodological maxim [. . . ] [H]istory
supports the expectation that it would limit the devel-
opment of mathematics. Under these circumstances, the
deep and widespread resistance to adding V = L as a
new axiom seems perfectly rational. (Maddy, 1997, 129)

Maddy’s set-theoretic realism has a naturalistic flavor: it refuses
to recommend a reform of mathematics on non-mathematical
grounds. That is, it suggests that set-theorists are right in reject-
ing V = L and it argues that they should reject it because it is
not in line with contemporary mathematical norms.

Still Maddy believes that the position is not naturalistic e-
nough. According to Maddy, set-theoretic realism is flawed be-
cause it does not do any work in her methodological argument
against V = L; it only complicates the argument by invoking
additional philosophical constraints. After all, if it is correct
that V = L is rejected by most set theorists because it is per-
ceived as unnecessarily restricting, this in no way implies that

13 One of the many examples Maddy discusses is the debate between Poincaré
and Zermelo over the use of impredicative definitions. According to Poincaré
(1909, 63), mathematicians should “[n]ever consider any objects but those
capable of being defined in a finite number of words”, whereas Zermelo
pointed out that those definitions are widely used in set theory and analysis.
See Maddy (1997, 126). Today few mathematicians still reject impredicative
definitions.



182 science , scientism , and sets

V = L is also false of the mind-independent set-theoretic world.
A set-theoretic realist, in other words, requires an additional ar-
gument to show that the maxims on which the set theorists rely
are reliable maxims for determining the nature of this indepen-
dently existing world of sets.14

Furthermore, Maddy argues, even if the set-theoretic realist
were to succeed in showing that the mathematician’s procedures
reliably track mathematical truth, the resulting position would
still not be satisfying from a naturalistic perspective. For al-
though it would not recommend any reform to mathematical
practice, it still does attempt to defend mathematical practice on
the basis of a distinctively philosophical argument. That is, the
resulting position would defend the view that there is a fact of
the matter about whether or not to adopt V = L on the basis
of the distinctively philosophical thesis that there exists a mind-
independent world of sets. According to Maddy, however, true
naturalists should not only abstain from criticizing scientific and
mathematical practice, they should also eschew the practice of
philosophically defending science and mathematics:

set-theoretic realism was intended to be a ‘naturalistic’
theory: e.g. it steadfastly refuses to recommend reform
of mathematics on philosophical grounds [. . . ] But now

14 Note that this epistemological issue is not a problem for Quine’s brand of re-
alism. For as he notes in his response to a related worry from Wilfrid Sellars,
on his holistic picture we do not require an independent argument for the re-
liability of our scientific and mathematical procedures: “An epistemological
account of our talk of numbers or classes is to be sought rather in inferen-
tial or semantical connections between sentences that contain references to
numbers or classes and sentences that are more sensitive to observational
evidence” (SBLM, 1980a, 29). See also Quine’s reading notes on Benacerraf’s
(1973) “Mathematical Truth”, the paper which formulates the latter’s influ-
ential dilemma for mathematical realism: “I part company at [Benacerraf’s]
causal theory of knowledge and reference. The world causes sensory stimu-
lations, yes; but then natural science and mathematics together and on a par,
accommodate the stimulations holistically” (NR*, undated, my transcription).
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another failing comes into view: though it recommends
no reforms, it does attempt to defend mathematical prac-
tice on the basis of a philosophical realism about sets. It
took me a very long time to realize that if philosophy
cannot criticize, it cannot defend, either. (Maddy, 1997,
191-2)

In response to these and other arguments,15 Maddy develops a
new and rigorously naturalistic alternative to set-theoretic real-
ism. This new position, which she dubs mathematical naturalism,
can best be characterized by comparing it with Quine’s (FME,
1975a, 72) definition of naturalism according to which ‘science
is not answerable to any supra-scientific tribunal’:

What I propose here is a mathematical naturalism that
extends the same respect to mathematical practice that
the Quinean naturalist extends to scientific practice [. . . ]
Where Quine holds that science is not answerable to any
supra-scientific tribunal, and not in need of any justifica-
tion beyond observation and the hypothetico-deductive
method, the mathematical naturalist adds that mathemat-
ics is not answerable to any extra-mathematical tribunal
and not in need of any justification beyond proof and the
axiomatic method. Where Quine takes science to be in-
dependent of first philosophy, my naturalist takes math-
ematics to be independent of both first philosophy and

15 It should be noted that in summarizing Maddy’s case against set-theoretic re-
alism, I have ignored one important argument, viz. Maddy’s rejection of the
indispensability argument underlying her set-theoretic realism. According to
Maddy (1992, 1994, 1995), indispensability arguments strongly conflict with
both scientific and mathematical practice and therefore cannot be part of a
naturalistic perspective on mathematics. For some convincing responses, see
Resnik (1997, ch. 4), Colyvan (2001), and Decock (2002b). I have chosen not
to discuss this argument because Maddy’s attack on the indispensabilty ar-
gument should not be construed as an attack on Quinean holism, the subject
of this chapter. See Dieveney (2007) and Morrison (2012).
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natural science (including the naturalized philosophy that
is continuous with science)—in short, from any external
standard. (Maddy, 1997, 184)

Maddy’s mathematical naturalism, in other words, adopts
Quine’s criticism of extra-scientific evaluations of science and
applies it to mathematics. If science should not be evaluated on
the basis of extra-scientific norms, then neither should mathe-
matics be evaluated from a vantage point outside mathematics.

As a result, Maddy’s naturalistic answers to the two main
questions about V = L as posed in section 6.2 are surprisingly
simple: the question whether or not to adopt V = L is a gen-
uine question as set-theorists take it to be a genuine question;16

and we should reject V = L because set-theorists have strong
mathematical reasons for rejecting it.17

The opposition between Quine and Maddy is a conflict be-
tween two types of naturalism. Where Quine’s defends a holis-
tic naturalism by submitting set theory to “the considerations

16 Of course there are mathematical questions which are not considered to be
genuine questions by mathematicians. The question whether or not we are to
adopt the parallel postulate seems to be a case in point: there are Euclidean
geometries that satisfy the parallel postulate and non-Euclidean geometries
that do not. In set theory, however, the situation is different, or so Maddy
argues: “given that set theory is (at least partly) designed to provide a foun-
dation for classical mathematics, to provide a single arena for mathematical
existence and proof, it does make sense to try to make our theory of sets as
decisive as possible, to try to choose between alternative axioms” (Maddy,
2007, 355). Whether Maddy’s conclusion is correct here is a matter of debate.
Mathematicians of a formalist bent, for example, reject the presupposition
that there is one correct set of axioms for set theory. See Robinson (1969),
Cohen (1971), and Mostowski (1967).

17 In the remainder of Naturalism in Mathematics, Maddy supports this conclu-
sion by explicating the norms that set-theorists use in their debates to defend
or reject certain axioms. She concludes that set-theorists often appeal to two
important norms: MAXIMIZE (provide a maximal framework which admits
as many sets as possible) and UNIFY (provide a single unified theory in
which as many open mathematical questions are resolved). She argues that
V = L is rejected because it conflicts with MAXIMIZE.



6.4 pure mathematics vs . pure astrology 185

of simplicity, economy, and naturalness that contribute to the
molding of scientific theories generally” (PT, 1990g, 95), Mad-
dy’s mathematical naturalism is pluralistic; scientific theories
are evaluated using scientific norms and set-theoretic axioms
are evaluated using set-theoretic norms. According to Maddy,
only mathematical naturalism can account for what set theorists
are actually doing. In what follows, I present two arguments for
the conclusion that Maddy is mistaken and that holistic variants
of naturalism are to be preferred over pluralistic ones.

6.4 pure mathematics vs . pure astrology

Let me start with the question why Maddy believes that debates
concerning the adoption of new set-theoretic axioms ought to
be resolved exclusively by intra-mathematical means, i.e. why
a self-sufficient mathematics would be more valuable than a
mathematics that is influenced by philosophical and/or scien-
tific argument.18 This question arises because even if it were
the case that mathematicians are not influenced by any supra-
mathematical norms, this does not necessarily entail that their
theories are thereby valuable. Many types of inquiry are largely
sealed from outside influence without being considered to be
valuable; think of astrology and alternative medicine. The chal-
lenge to the mathematical naturalist is to provide reasons for
the claim that mathematics (and set theory in particular) are dif-
ferent, i.e. reasons for the claim that a completely self-sufficient

18 Rosen (1999) has pointed out that mathematical naturalism can be inter-
preted as either a descriptive or a normative theory. In this section and the
next, I interpret mathematical naturalism normatively—i.e. as defending the
claim that the set-theoretic axioms should be evaluated solely on mathemati-
cal grounds—as it is this version that provides the most formidable challenge
to Quine’s holistic naturalism. Another reason not to discuss the descriptive
thesis here is that it is false; mathematicians often are influenced by extra-
mathematical considerations. See Hale (1999, 395) and Paseau (2013, 28).
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mathematics would be valuable whereas a completely self-suffi-
cient astrology is not.

Maddy’s initial response to this challenge is to point out that
mathematics (as unified by set theory) is a successful practice
and that “successful practice[s] should be understood and eval-
uated on [their] own terms” (Maddy, 1997, 201). The problem
with this response, however, is that is unclear how we are to
explicate the term ‘successful’ in this context. It seems that as a
mathematical naturalist, Maddy can only claim that mathemat-
ics is successful by its own lights. Yet as many commentators
have pointed out, this internal sense of ‘successful’ is problem-
atic because it does not single out mathematical practice.19 As-
trology and theology, for example, could make similar claims
in so far as they consider themselves successful by their own
standards.

Maddy, foreseeing this objection, examines the possibility of
adopting an ‘astrological naturalism’, a position according to
which we ought to judge astrology solely on the basis of as-
trological norms, rejecting extra-astrological, scientific consid-
erations.20 Maddy responds to this challenge by pointing at
the special relation between mathematics and natural science:
“Mathematics is staggeringly useful, seemingly indispensable,
to the practice of natural science, while astrology is not” (ibid.,
204-5).

19 See Dieterle (1999), Rosen (1999), and Tappenden (2001).
20 Of course, there is a difference between astrology and mathematics. As-

trologers make claims that directly conflict with our best scientific theories,
i.e. claims about causal interactions between celestial bodies and our everyday
lives, whereas mathematicians do not. Yet as Maddy admits, one can imag-
ine a subtler interpretation of the subject in which astrology is the science
of “certain supernatural vibrations that don’t interact causally with ordinary
phenomena” (1997, 204, my emphasis). On this interpretation, astrology (let’s
call it ‘pure astrology’) also does not compete with the sciences. The challenge
now comes down to answering the question why, if we adopt mathematical
naturalism, we should not also adopt ‘pure astrological naturalism’.
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Several commentators have questioned whether the mathe-
matical naturalist can legitimately respond in this way.

Maddy seems to want to have her cake and eat it. The
reason for mathematics’ credibility is supposed to be its
application in science. But why should the fact that math-
ematics features in our best science be a reason for believ-
ing mathematicians’ utterances—that is, a reason for tak-
ing them to be true? The suspicion is that if featuring in
our best science is the mark of credibility, it should be sci-
entific standards that ultimately determine mathematical
theories’ acceptability. (Paseau, 2013, 30)

In other words, although Maddy rejects the evaluation of math-
ematics on the basis of scientific standards, she needs to appeal
to science to justify adopting mathematical naturalism with-
out being also committed to ‘astrological’ naturalism, some-
thing which puts pressure on her to acknowledge that scientific
norms should also play a role in our decision whether or not to
adopt a given axiom.21

In later work, Maddy (2007; 2011) has responded to this objec-
tion. After having slightly modified the way in which she char-
acterizes her naturalism,22 Maddy argues that although both

21 See also Dieterle (1999, 130) and Tappenden (2001, 496). Another problem
is that Maddy’s response only seems to work for the applied parts of math-
ematics, and not for the “the more gratuitous flights of higher set theory”
that Quine so effectively “inactivates” by adopting V = L (PT, 1990g, 95).
Maddy tries to save the unapplied parts of mathematics by claiming that her
“mathematical naturalist sees mathematics as a unified undertaking” (Maddy,
1997, 205, my emphasis), but, as Rosen notes, such a response “will not move
the Quinean [who wants] to know why on earth the distinctive theoretical
concerns that function within higher set theory [. . . ] should count without
further argument as genuine reasons for belief” (Rosen, 1999, 472-3).

22 Shortly after Naturalism in Mathematics, Maddy (2001; 2003; 2007) gives up
on the idea of naturalism as a distinctive doctrine. She comes to view nat-
uralism as an attitude—somewhat reminiscent of van Fraassen (2002)—and
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pure astrology and mathematics are apt subjects of sociologi-
cal and anthropological study, there is a difference between the
two:

What sets pure mathematics apart, obviously, is its appar-
ently essential contribution to our scientific description
of the world. Because of this added feature the Second
Philosopher’s [see footnote 22] treatment of pure math-
ematics in sociology, anthropology [. . . ] and so on—the
treatment that runs parallel to her approach to pure as-
trology [. . . ]—will not be enough. In the course of her
examination of her own best methods, she will need an
account of how and why pure mathematics plays the role
it does. (Maddy, 2007, 346-7)

In a footnote, she adds: “This is not a reversion to a Quinean
[naturalism], because the conclusion is only that mathematics is
different from pure astrology, not that mathematics is confirmed”
(ibid., 346n4, my emphasis). Maddy’s response, in short, is that
her appeal to mathematics’ use in science is not meant as a
justification of mathematical claims, rather it is meant as a de-
scriptive difference which justifies her treating mathematics in
a different way than astrology.

This response is unsatisfactory. Recall that the challenge un-
der discussion is a challenge to someone who has already adopt-
ed mathematical naturalism. We ask this person why she does
not also adopt astrological naturalism. Now, if the answer is

introduces a naturalistic character, a ‘Second Philosopher’, who begins from
“commonsense perception and proceeds from there to systematic observa-
tion, active experimentation, theory formation and testing, working all the
while to assess, correct, and improve her methods as she goes” (ibid., 2).
She contrasts this position, among others, with the Quinean naturalist who,
she argues, is not a ‘busy sailor’ from birth (ibid., 87). I have already ar-
gued against this characterization of Quine’s naturalism in chapter 2. For my
present purposes—assessing the relative benefits of holistic and pluralistic
naturalism—the details of Maddy’s later version of naturalism are irrelevant.
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(i) that mathematics makes an essential contribution to science
whereas astrology does not, and (ii) that this is a mere descrip-
tive difference (not one justifying any mathematical claim), then
one can wonder what good a reason this is not to adopt astro-
logical naturalism as well. After all, there are many descrip-
tive differences between astrology and mathematics which do
not contribute to the justification of the one enterprise over the
other (e.g. the fact that Nancy Reagan regularly consulted an
astrologer and not a mathematician); and these differences do
not seem to be particularly relevant in our answering the ques-
tion whether or not to adopt the one type of naturalism over
the other. So why would this one descriptive difference—the
fact that only mathematics essentially contributes to science—
be a reason to adopt the one but not the other if it is not in-
tended to be a justification of the mathematician’s claims. It
seems that Maddy either has no grounds to reject astrologi-
cal naturalism or has to admit that the role mathematics plays
in science contributes to its being a valuable enterprise, which
would in turn pressure Maddy to admit that scientific norms
should also play a role in our decision whether or not to adopt
certain set-theoretic axioms.

6.5 mad mathematics

This dilemma becomes more forceful when we consider a sec-
ond challenge for the mathematical naturalist. The first chal-
lenge addressed the question why we, under the assumption
that we should adopt mathematical naturalism, should not also
adopt (pure) astrological naturalism. Now, we turn to the ques-
tion why we should adopt a mathematical naturalism in the
first place. What if, the challenge asks, mathematicians would
collectively go mad and dismiss the requirement that set theory
should be consistent? Would the mathematical naturalist have
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any means to oppose such a development? Maddy takes this
challenge into consideration and gives the following response:

suppose mathematicians decided to reject the old maxim
against inconsistency—so that both ’2 + 2 = 4’ and ’2
+ 2 = 5’ could be accepted—on the grounds that this
would have a sociological benefit for the self-esteem of
school children. This would seem a blatant invasion of
mathematics by non-mathematical considerations, but if
mathematicians themselves insisted that this was not so,
that they were pursuing a legitimate mathematical goal,
[. . . ] I find nothing in the mathematical naturalism pre-
sented here that provides grounds for protest. (Maddy,
1997, 198n9)

According to Maddy, in other words, mathematical claims are
by definition immune to scientific revision, even if these claims
are obviously in conflict with our scientific body of knowledge.
But why, some commentators ask, would anyone adopt math-
ematical naturalism if this is the consequence? Neil Tennant,
for example, argues that Maddy here reduces her position to
‘absurdity’:

Such is the price of buying into Quineanism without its
unrelenting [. . . ] holism. For Quine, it is the evidential
holism in our theory of nature that truly naturalizes other
areas of thought, such as mathematics. Natural science
as a whole has to be understood in its own terms. To be
anti-holistic, and separate mathematics off from science
as a whole, as Maddy does, is to divert the springs of
naturalism at their very source. (Tennant, 2000, 329-30)

According to Tennant, mathematics is simply too valuable to
leave important decisions only to mathematicians:
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as Maddy herself points out [. . . ] mathematics is ‘stag-
geringly useful, seemingly indispensable, to the practice
of natural science’. One might add also: to engineering
and technology; to medical diagnostics; to the financial
markets; to actuarial science; and to a host of other areas
of human activity in which everyone’s interests and con-
cerns are engaged. So [. . . ] those outside the community
of professional mathematicians have a permanent and le-
gitimate concern in the nature of the norms governing
the latter’s practice. In a word: mathematicians cannot be
allowed to be a law unto themselves. What they do is too
important, and ought to be subject to outside constraints
designed to protect everyone’s interests. (ibid., 328-9)

In other words, there seems to be no reason to accept mathe-
matical naturalism if it leads to the conclusion that mathemat-
ics is in principle immune to scientific revision, i.e. if it leads
us to exclude the possibility that we can revise some portion of
mathematics in the future if it turns out that this would benefit
the progress of science.23

Again, Maddy replies in her later work:

One might worry that [the assumption that the actual
methods of mathematics are the ones that should be fol-
lowed] leaves the well-being of science at the mercy of the
mathematician’s whim [. . . ] I think this concern mistakes

23 Of course, in practice, scientists virtually never propose to revise any applied
mathematics; they merely revise its interpretation. As Dieterle notes, however,
this does not mean that scientists would never propose to revise pure math-
ematics if this were to benefit their particular scientific goals: “It is true that
mathematical claims that occur within science are not typically subjected to
correction. If a hypothesis is disconfirmed, it is the empirical portion that is
corrected, not the mathematical part. But [. . . ] this is relevant only to applied
mathematics. There is no evidence for the claim that a scientific naturalist
does or ought to regard the methods and practices (and claims) of unapplied
mathematics as immune to correction” (Dieterle, 1999, 134, my emphasis).
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the attitudes of pure mathematicians. Though they may
not be primarily motivated by physical applications, pro-
viding tools for natural sciences remains one among the
overarching goals of the practice of mathematics. (2007,
349-50)

Maddy makes a small concession here; she admits that provid-
ing tools for the natural sciences is one of the goals of math-
ematical practice. This reinforces my critique on Maddy’s re-
sponse to the astrological challenge above. For if providing
tools for the natural sciences is one of the goals of mathemat-
ics, again there is pressure on Maddy to admit our decision
whether or not to adopt a certain set-theoretic axiom should be
ultimately constrained by scientific norms as well.

Maddy’s response to the problem is not yet complete how-
ever. For even though ‘providing tools for natural sciences re-
mains one among the overarching goals of the practice of math-
ematics’, one could imagine a situation in which mathemati-
cians collectively decide to drop this goal. How would Maddy’s
Second Philosopher reply in such a scenario?

What if mathematicians were to decide that the goal of
providing tools for natural science should be outweighed
by some other worthy objective, whatever that might be?24

[. . . ] One unhappy thought seems to me unavoidable:
if the Second Philosopher couldn’t somehow persuade
these hypothetical mathematicians in terms of other
shared goals and values [. . . ] she would have no extraor-
dinary means by which to convince them that they are
wrong. In the case of the astrologers’ star-based explana-
tions of human behavior, she can show by her methods
why they are misguided, but she cannot do so, as the
astrologer would insist, without appeal to her methods

24 In a note, Maddy (2007, 350n16) refers to her ‘2 + 2 = 5’ example.
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[. . . ] similarly, she can show by her mathematical meth-
ods why these hypothetical wayward mathematicians are
wrong, but she cannot do so, as would be required to re-
turn to the fold, without appeal to the very methods they
have forsaken. (ibid., 350)

The situation is not as hopeless as this passage suggests, how-
ever, because

[t]here’s nothing in the strange tale told so far to deter-
mine whether or not the practice of these wayward souls
would continue to be called ‘mathematics’, and of course
the word doesn’t matter. What is clear is that the new
practice, whatever it’s called, wouldn’t play the same role
in the Second Philosopher’s investigation of the world
as the discipline we call ‘mathematics’ now plays. Pre-
sumably the evolved practice would end up more or less
comparable to ‘pure astrology’ and the Second Philoso-
pher would have no interest beyond the [. . . ] anthropo-
logical [. . . ] Furthermore, for purposes of her ongoing
investigation of the world, she and her fellows would
need to reinvent a practice more or less the same as what
we now call ‘mathematics’, and that practice would com-
mand precisely the attention previously awarded to the
discipline that wandered off. (ibid., 350-1)

Maddy’s argument here, in sum, boils down to the claim that if
mathematicians would start pursuing goals that are harmful for
science, the mathematical naturalist should correct those math-
ematicians by appealing to the goals of mathematics that are
currently in play. If these mathematicians were to insist on their
newly adopted goals, then the mathematical naturalist could
just leave them to their new practices and continue to prac-
tice mathematics in the old-fashioned way. This is, of course,
completely in conflict with the mathematical naturalists’ core
commitment.
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Combining our two arguments, we can conclude that a truly
pluralistic version of mathematical naturalism cannot be main-
tained. To see this, consider a group of mathematicians pursu-
ing a new line of research that is generally considered to be
completely irrelevant to science. Now there are two options: ei-
ther (a) this new line of research is still compatible with the
most general mathematical norms which have, over the past
centuries, produced results that have strongly contributed to sci-
entific progress, or (b) this new line of research is conducted on
the basis of completely new mathematical norms. The upshot
of the above arguments is that in both scenarios, mathematical
naturalism collapses into Quinean holism. For in scenario (b),
Maddy will reject the new mathematical norms because they do
not contribute to scientific progress; and in scenario (a), Maddy
only accepts the new line of research because the mathemati-
cal norms with which it is compatible have always contributed
to scientific progress. In both scenarios, therefore, Maddy, like
the Quinean naturalist, evaluates the mathematical enterprise
ultimately in terms of its role in science as a whole.

To be fair, there is still a difference between Quine and Maddy;
Quine proposes to ignore set theory’s norms altogether, evaluat-
ing its axiom candidates solely in terms of ‘simplicity, economy,
and naturalness’, whereas Maddy’s set theorists are only indi-
rectly influenced by scientific norms.25 Regardless of how one

25 Still even on this issue Quine and Maddy’s positions are not as far apart
as one might think. For as Quine has claimed on multiple occasions, his
proposal to restrict set theory for pragmatic reasons does not imply that he
views all mathematics beyond the strictures of the axiom of constructibility
as meaningless: “The strictures of economy are no threat to the starry-eyed
set theorist for whom the sky is the limit. They do not declare any of his
sentences meaningless; they merely slant our distribution of truth values so
as to favor economy. His tracing of implications among them still makes
proof-theoretic sense and can be methodologically illuminating as well as
exhilarating” (FSS, 1995b, 56). See also (IV, 1991a, 243).
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evaluates the Quine-Maddy debate on this issue, however, it is
a debate within and not a debate about holistic naturalism.26

6.6 open-minded naturalism

Maddy is not the only philosopher to have proposed a plu-
ralistic variant of naturalism. In recent years there has been a
broad movement of philosophers who have urged for a more
‘pluralistic’, ‘liberal’, or ‘open minded’ naturalism.27 The spirit
of this ‘pluralistic movement’ is perhaps best captured by Put-
nam (1981, 204), who proposes to change Neurath’s metaphor
by talking “not of a single boat but of a fleet of boats”. It is
my contention that the above conclusion about Maddy’s math-
ematical naturalism extends to these alternative pluralisms as
well: even if different fields of inquiry use different norms in
everyday practice, in the end all sciences will have to appeal to
the same overarching norms if they are to be taken seriously
as sciences, i.e. if they are to be seen as part of what Quine,
in Wittgensteinian spirit, has called “the game of science” (PT,
1990g, 20).28

26 For a similar conclusion from a different angle, see Decock (2002b, 243-5).
27 See, for example, some of the essays collected in De Caro and Macarthur

(2004b, 2010).
28 A similar point can be made about ontological variants of pluralism. In re-

sponse to Goodman’s (1978) pluralism about ‘world versions’, for example,
Quine argues that, ontologically, all these world versions will ultimately have
to answer to physics because “nothing happens in the world, not the flut-
ter of an eyelid, not the flicker of a thought, without some redistribution of
microphysical states” (OW, 1978, 98). For according to Quine, it is almost a
constitutive rule of the game of science that it is the physicist’s job to develop
a theory that is complete: “If the physicist suspected there was any event that
did not consist in a redistribution of the elementary states allowed for by his
physical theory, he would seek a way of supplementing his theory. Full cover-
age in this sense is the very business of physics, and only of physics” (ibid.).
See also (RHP, 1986f, 430-1). Note that Quine’s emphasis on the ‘full coverage’
of physics here does not imply that he is a reductionist. See (FM, 1977, 279).
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To argue that the game of science is ultimately bound by
some unifying overarching norms is not to argue that these
norms play a crucial role in everyday scientific practice. Quine’s
picture certainly allows that different sciences appeal to differ-
ent methods in furthering their own causes and thereby, indi-
rectly, science as a whole.29 Nor is it to deny that these overar-
ching norms are fallible: future discoveries could certainly lead
scientists to give up on the idea that all their inquiries should
be seen, ultimately, as part of one unified enterprise, as part of
one collective endeavour to predict and explain our experiences
in a systematic way. The purpose of the first part of this chap-
ter, however, has been to argue that no such radical revision is
needed in order to accommodate the pluralistic naturalists’ ob-
servation that different sciences make use of different norms.30

6.7 haack’s argument

Let us turn to a second way in which present-day philosophers
have urged for a more open-minded naturalism. Where the plu-
ralists urge for more open-mindedness toward various types of
inquiry by arguing against Quine’s holism, there is also a move-
ment which argues against Quine’s supposedly strong scientis-
tic version of naturalism, a version which leads him to dismiss
many legitimate types of inquiry as unscientific.

In the second half of this chapter, I discuss and evaluate Su-
san Haack’s argument for a more open-minded naturalism in

29 Recall that for Quine science is “neither discontinuous nor monolithic [but]
variously jointed, and loose in the joints in varying degree” (EESW, 1975c, 230,
my emphasis). See section 5.5.

30 This is something Putnam also recognizes. For his adapted boat metaphor
continues as follows: in the fleet of boats “people are passing supplies and
tools from one boat to another and shout advice and encouragement (and
discouragement) to each other [. . . ] Its all a bit chaotic; but since it is a fleet,
no one is ever totally out of signalling distance from all other boats. There is,
in short, both collectivity and individual responsibility” (Putnam, 1981, 204).
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this second sense.31 In a series of papers, Haack has argued that
Quine’s naturalism, at least when applied to epistemology, con-
tains a “deep-seated and significant ambivalence” (1993b, 353).
According to Haack, Quine unconsciously shifts between two
notions of ‘science’. In some places, Quine seems to use the no-
tion broadly, referring to empirical inquiry in general, whereas
in other places he speaks narrowly about the ‘natural sciences’.
When Quine uses the notion broadly he seems committed to a
modest variant of naturalism, arguing that we may freely use
our best scientific theories in resolving the traditional problems
of epistemology. Yet when Quine defines naturalism using the
narrow notion of science, Haack argues, he is committed to an
implausible “revolutionary scientism” in which traditional epis-
temological problems are rejected as illegitimate (1998, 50-1).
Because questions about the epistemic status of natural science
cannot be answered from within natural science itself, Quine
seems forced to maintain that such questions are ill-conceived,
and hence to presuppose that the natural sciences have a privi-
leged epistemic status.

Haack’s alternative to Quine, her modest ‘aposteriorist’ vari-
ant of naturalism, does acknowledge the legitimacy of those
epistemological questions. She argues that natural science is
“epistemologically distinguished”, not privileged, “the point be-
ing that distinction, unlike privilege, is earned” (1997, 497). In
terms of the boat metaphor we could say that where the plu-
ralists wanted to split up Neurath’s ship into a fleet of self-
sufficient boats, Haack argues that the ship should be expanded.
That is, where Quine often pictures the naturalist as a busy
sailor on the restricted raft of natural science, Haack views
the naturalist as a passenger on a giant cruise ship, a multi-

31 See also, for example, Stroud (1996), Almeder (1998), and De Caro and
Macarthur (2004a). Since Haack presents the most detailed argument and be-
cause Quine has responded to Haack on two occasions, I mostly limit myself
to the Quine-Haack debate.
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chambered ocean liner in which the natural sciences only en-
compass a few compartments. Quine cannot answer questions
about the epistemic status of natural science because there is
no external perspective from which to inspect his raft. Haack’s
aposteriorist naturalism, on the other hand, does allow such
questions because her ship contains compartments with win-
dows looking out on the cabins of natural science.

On two occasions, Quine has responded to Haack, arguing
that he is committed to a broad notion of science and hence a
modest variant of naturalism. Yet in the light of Haack’s force-
ful arguments, Quine’s replies appear somewhat disappointing.
Quine does not attempt to dissolve the supposed ambiguity in
his position, nor does he respond to Haack’s objection that his
naturalism wrongly grants natural science a privileged episte-
mological status (CH, 1990b, 128). If anything, his replies seem
to confirm Haack’s diagnosis. For immediately after claiming
that he intends to use ‘science’ “[v]ery broadly almost always”,
he argues that he sees “epistemic standards as internal to the
natural sciences” (RTE, 1997a, 225, my emphasis).

In what follows, I formulate a more satisfying response to
Haack on Quine’s behalf. I argue (1) that Quine does not be-
lieve the natural sciences to be epistemically privileged, and (2)
that this claim need not conflict with his dismissal of some tra-
ditional epistemological questions as illegitimate. I argue that
Haack and Quine have been talking past each other because
they have different conceptions of what constitutes a traditional
epistemological question. Once this mutual misunderstanding
has been cleared up, Quine’s naturalism will turn out to be
more modest, and hence less scientistic, than it might have ap-
peared at first sight.

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. Af-
ter having introduced Haack’s objections to Quine’s ambiva-
lent ideas about naturalism (section 6.8), I argue that Quine is
genuinely committed to a modest variant of naturalism. My
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argument proceeds in three steps. First I show that Quine mis-
understood Haack’s objection and that his responses need not
be interpreted as confirming her diagnosis (section 6.9). Second,
I argue that Quine’s epistemology should not be described as
scientistic, given his ideas about justification and the relation
between science and common sense (sections 6.10-6.11). Third,
I argue that Quine’s rejection of some traditional epistemolog-
ical questions makes perfect sense even from within Haack’s
modest aposteriorist perspective (section 6.12).

6.8 aposteriorism vs . scientism

A natural starting point for our discussion is Haack’s taxonomy
of naturalisms in epistemology. Haack distinguishes between
two notions of ‘science’ and categorizes the different ways in
which we might say science and epistemology are continuous.32

Haack’s first notion of ’science’ tracks the way in which the
concept is most commonly used in the English-speaking world
and is roughly coextensional with the natural sciences.33 The
second notion of ’science’, on the other hand, refers to our em-
pirical beliefs in general, including, next to the natural sciences,
also our everyday empirical beliefs, history, and the humani-
ties. This second notion, in other words, refers to our “web of
empirical beliefs” in general (Haack, 1993a, 172). In order to dis-
tinguish between the two notions, Haack dubs the first narrow
usage ‘science’ and the second broader usage ‘SCIENCE’.

32 Haack is not the only philosopher to have structured the way in which epis-
temologists use the term ‘naturalism’. Maffie (1990), for example, gives an
overview of six different kinds of ‘continuity’ to which naturalists have ap-
pealed.

33 It should be noted that Haack’s first notion also includes the cognitive sci-
ences and might therefore not be completely identical to “natural science” as
usually defined. I take it that Haack is just following Quine here, who also
lists psychology as one of the natural sciences. See (EN, 1969a, 83).
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Haack uses her science-SCIENCE distinction to differentiate
between three variants of naturalism of increasing strength:

(RfA) Reformist aposteriorist naturalism: the thesis that
traditional problems of epistemology can be re-
solved within SCIENCE.

(RfS) Reformist scientistic naturalism: the thesis that
traditional problems of epistemology can be re-
solved within science.

(RvS) Revolutionary scientistic naturalism: the thesis
that traditional problems of epistemology are
illegitimate or misconceived, and should be
abandoned, to be replaced by questions of sci-
ence (ibid., 167-8).

RfA and RfS are both reformist because they propose to replace
the traditional a priori methods of epistemology by the meth-
ods of either SCIENCE or science, whereas RvS is revolution-
ary because it proposes to abandon the traditional epistemol-
ogists’ problems. RfS and RvS are both scientistic because they
make epistemology an enterprise internal to science, whereas
RfA does not, positioning epistemology more broadly within
the web of empirical belief.34

Haack herself defends RfA, and justifies her position using
Quine’s holistic picture of inquiry:

reformist, aposteriorist naturalism is a straightforward
consequence of [. . . Quine’s] gradualist conception of phi-

34 It should be noted that Haack’s catalogue of naturalisms is substantially
richer than presented here. For one thing, Haack also identifies two variants
of naturalism that are weaker than RfA. Second, for all variants of naturalism
defined above, Haack differentiates between a narrow and a broad version
depending on whether the thesis applies to all or only some problems of
traditional epistemology. Because these further distinctions are not relevant
for assessing the differences between Haack and Quine, however, I have left
them out in my overview.
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losophy as differing only in degree of generality and
abstraction, not in the metaphysical or epistemological
status of the truths it seeks, from the natural sciences.
(Haack, 1993a, 171)

According to Haack, in other words, Quine’s holism only sup-
ports the thesis that epistemology, metaphysics, and science are
epistemically on a par, not that epistemology and metaphysics
are projects within science narrowly conceived. They are all
projects within SCIENCE, not science.35 Still Haack complains,
Quine himself often seems to defend a variant of naturalism
that is closer to RfS or RvS; for example, when he in “Epis-
temology Naturalized” proposes to abandon traditional episte-
mology and settle for psychology: “Epistemology, or something
like it, simply falls into place as a chapter of psychology and
hence of natural science” (EN, 1969a, 82).

So how might we explain the gap between Quine’s holis-
tic picture of inquiry, which only justifies RfA, and his flirta-
tions with stronger variants of naturalism? According to Haack,
Quine shifts from RfA to RfS and even RvS due to his ambigu-
ous use of the notion of ‘science’:

Here is a sketch of my diagnosis [. . . ] Quine uses the
term ’science’ ambiguously, sometimes in the usual sense,
to refer to those disciplines ordinarily classified as sci-
ences, sometimes in a broader sense, to refer to our pre-
sumed empirical knowledge, generally [. . . ] This explains
how Quine shifts, apparently unselfconsciously, from apos-
teriorism to scientism. Because the traditional problems
of epistemology do not lend themselves readily or obvi-
ously to resolution within the psychological or biological
sciences of cognition, however, Quine then finds himself,

35 See also Strawson (1990, 310), who, in response to Quine’s claim that philos-
ophy is continuous with science, remarks “‘continuous with’, not ‘identical
with’”. Haack approvingly cites Strawson’s comment in her (1998, 50).



202 science , scientism , and sets

in his scientistic mood, under pressure to shift and nar-
row the questions with which he is concerned—to such a
point that continuity with the familiar questions of epis-
temology is broken, and Quine finds himself tempted
to cast doubt on the legitimacy of the old projects. This
explains how Quine shifts, apparently unselfconsciously,
from a reformist to a revolutionary stance. (Haack, 1993a,
171-2)

Haack, in other words, argues that Quine first moves from RfA
to RfS because he fails to differentiate between SCIENCE and
science, speaking about the natural sciences where he should
have spoken about our empirical beliefs in general. Quine is
then pressed to shift from RfS to RvS because some traditional
epistemological problems obviously cannot be resolved within
science.

Haack illustrates her diagnosis by means of Quine’s argu-
ment against scepticism, an argument that is supposed to show
that sceptical worries are relatively innocent because they arise
from within science.36 Haack argues that Quine’s argument is
ambiguous precisely because he shifts in the ways identified
above. First, Quine moves from a claim about empirical knowl-
edge in general to a claim about natural science. Consider, for
example, the following passage:

Doubt prompts the theory of knowledge, yes; but knowl-
edge, also, was what prompted the doubt. Scepticism is
an offshoot of science. The basis for scepticism is the
awareness of illusion, the discovery that we must not
always believe our eyes. Scepticism battens on mirages,
on seemingly bent sticks in water, on rainbows, after-
images, double images, dreams. But in what sense are
these illusions? [. . . ] Illusions are illusions only relative

36 See section 2.5.
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to a prior acceptance of genuine bodies with which to
contrast them [. . . ] Common sense about bodies is thus
needed as a springboard for scepticism [. . . ] Epistemol-
ogy is best looked on, then, as an enterprise within natu-
ral science.(NNK, 1975d, 257-8)

In claiming that scepticism is an offshoot of ‘science’, Haack ar-
gues, Quine seems to be referring to SCIENCE, since he equates
the term with both “knowledge” and “common sense about
bodies”. Yet he concludes that epistemology is to be seen as
an enterprise within “natural science”. As a result, Quine shifts
from the thesis that the philosopher requires SCIENCE as ‘a
springboard for scepticism’ to the conclusion that scepticism is
problem within science. Quine here, in other words, shifts from
RfA to RfS.

According to Haack, Quine’s failure to distinguish between
SCIENCE and science here, leads to an ambiguous position a-
bout the legitimacy of the traditional epistemological problem
posed by the sceptic. In “Things and Their Place in Theories”,
for example, Quine defends the reformist view that “[r]adical
scepticism [. . . ] is not of itself incoherent”, granting the legiti-
macy of the traditional epistemological problem (TTPT, 1981d,
21). From within our broad empirical web of knowledge (from
within SCIENCE) this position makes sense. After all, Quine’s
sceptic uses common sense experiential knowledge about illu-
sions to claim that we might be mistaken about other knowl-
edge as well, which seems perfectly legitimate. Quine, in these
moods, only argues that “the skeptic may be seen [. . . ] as over-
reacting when he repudiates knowledge across the board”
(ibid.), which seems fair given that the sceptic himself presup-
poses SCIENCE in getting his argument of the ground. Yet on
the very same page of his paper, Quine also seems to claim that
scepticism is an incoherent position:
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Transcendental argument, or what purports to be first
philosophy, tends generally to take on [the] status of im-
manent epistemology insofar as I succeed in making sense
of it. What evaporates is the transcendental question of
the reality of the external world. (ibid.)

In this passage, Haack argues, Quine does not seem willing
to concede that scepticism is coherent. Rather, he claims that
the very question of the reality of the external world ‘evapo-
rates’ within a naturalized epistemology. According to Haack,
Quine’s move here is exemplary of the second shift
distinguished above (i.e. from RfS to RvS): because the prob-
lem of scepticism does not make sense from within science, he is
pressed to deny the legitimacy of the sceptical problem: “From
the point of view of scientistic naturalism, Cartesian hyperbolic
skepticism must be ruled senseless” (1993b, 343). Haack’s re-
formist aposteriorist naturalism, on the other hand, can main-
tain that sceptical doubts are legitimate, while using Quine’s
diagnosis that the sceptic is overreacting because he himself
presupposes SCIENCE.

Haack’s problem with Quine’s scientistic variant of natural-
ism, therefore, is that it cannot do justice to the traditional epis-
temologists’ problems. This is especially clear when one consid-
ers the question whether natural science has a special epistemic
status. According to Haack, this question “seems patently legit-
imate” but it is “implausible to suppose” that it can be settled
“exclusively by or exclusively within science” (1993a, 187). For
examining the epistemic status of science from within science is
just as circular as examining the epistemic status of a Sacred
Text by reference to that Text itself, or so Haack argues:

Qua scientistic naturalist [. . . ] Quine can allow no supra-
scientific tribunal; he can only inform us that [science] is
certified by science itself. Reflecting, however, that that
what is said in the Sacred Text is true may be certified
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as true by the Sacred Text itself, one realizes that this is
scarcely the reassurance for which one hoped. (Haack,
1993b, 250)

Because scientistic naturalism does not allow a perspective out-
side science, Quine seems committed to the claim that science
is epistemically privileged; he cannot but presuppose the legit-
imacy of science from the outset. This problem does not seem
to arise for the modest aposteriorist naturalist, RfA above, how-
ever. Haack can appeal to a perspective outside science (i.e. SCI-
ENCE) in order to examine the epistemic status of science. And
from within this broader perspective, she does not have to con-
clude that science is privileged:

science has had spectacular successes, has come up with
deep, broad and detailed explanatory hypotheses which
are anchored by observation and which interlock surpris-
ingly with each other. [. . . ] Science, as I see it, has done
rather well, by and large, at satisfying the criteria by
which we judge the justification of empirical beliefs [. . . ]
These criteria are not internal to, nor restricted to, science,
they are the criteria we use in appraising the evidence for
everyday empirical beliefs as well. (Haack, 1993a, 187)

The aposteriorist naturalist, in other words, can appeal to her
SCIENTIFIC criteria of good evidence to explain why science
has been so successful; she does not, like Quine, have to presup-
pose that science is epistemically privileged.

6.9 quine’s replies

Haack’s arguments seem to pose a dilemma for Quine. Either
he has to abandon his identification of epistemology with psy-
chology and stick with an aposteriorist variant of naturalism
or he has to explain why a stronger variant of naturalism does
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not commit him to the claim that science is epistemically privi-
leged.37 In his responses to Haack, however, Quine (CH, 1990b;
RTE, 1997a) seems to vacillate between these two options. On the
one hand, it looks as though Quine commits himself to an apos-
teriorist variant of naturalism. In his first reply, for example, he
ignores Haack’s claim that “Epistemology Naturalized” seems
“to include reformist as well as revolutionary elements” (Haack,
1990, 112), and argues that he is “happy” to be classified as an
aposteriorist reformist naturalist (CH, 1990b, 128). Similarly, in
his second reply, Quine waves away Haack’s allegation that he
uses “‘science’ ambiguously” (Haack, 1997, 503), by claiming
that he intends ‘science’ “[v]ery widely almost always—even
including history”. Yet in response to Haack’s explicit question
whether he sees epistemic standards as internal to the natural
sciences, on the other hand, Quine answers affirmatively: “yes,
as engineering is” (RTE, 1997a, 255).

As a result, Quine’s responses can be interpreted as confirm-
ing Haack’s diagnosis that his ideas about naturalism are am-
bivalent. In this interpretation, Quine is committed to an im-
plausibly strong scientism, but when push comes to shove he
appeals to a broad notion of ‘science’ and a modest variant of
naturalism in order to escape the unwelcome consequences of
his position. In what follows, however, I argue that this interpre-
tation is misguided and show that a more charitable reading is
possible; a reading in which Quine, like Haack, is genuinely
committed to an aposteriorist naturalism.

As a first step toward this alternative interpretation, let me
dissolve the apparent inconsistency in Quine’s replies to Haack.
The key to understanding Quine’s answer to Haack’s question

37 There is also a third option. Quine could also bite the bullet and maintain
that natural science is epistemically privileged. I do not believe that this is
an attractive option for Quine, however. Quine does not allow that our ideas
about science are unempirical dogmas; they should themselves be based on
science. See section 4.3.
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about the source of our epistemic standards, is his reference
to engineering. This indicates that Quine has misunderstood
Haack’s question. For Quine has always used his engineering
analogy in response to a slightly different objection, viz. the
complaint that his naturalized epistemology cannot account for
our epistemic standards at all. Consider, for example, Quine’s
response to Morton White’s (1986) suggestion that his natural-
ized epistemology has no way to account for our normative
epistemic standards:

Naturalization of epistemology does not jettison the nor-
mative and settle for the indiscriminate description of
ongoing procedures. For me normative epistemology is
a branch of engineering. It is the technology of truth-
seeking, or, in a more cautiously epistemological term,
prediction. Like any technology, it makes free use of what-
ever scientific findings may suit its purpose. [. . . ] There
is no question here of ultimate value, as in morals; it is
a matter of efficacy for an ulterior end, truth or predic-
tion. The normative here, as elsewhere in engineering,
becomes descriptive when the terminal parameter is ex-
pressed.38 (RMW, 1986h, 664-5)

In this passage, Quine does not use the engineering analogy to
show that epistemic standards are internal to science instead of
SCIENCE like he seems to do in his response to Haack. After all,
in the passage he merely claims that a naturalist may make ‘free
use’ of scientific data. Rather, he uses it to show that normative
epistemology is not lost in the naturalization process.39

When Quine, in his response to Haack, confirms that epis-
temic standards are internal to the natural sciences ‘as engi-
neering is’, therefore, he seems to misinterpret Haack’s ques-

38 Quine uses the engineering analogy for the same purposes in (IKL*, 1980c, 19),
(AT*, 1987a), and (PT, 1990g, 19).

39 How Quine saves normative epistemology will be discussed in section 6.11.
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tion. Haack asks whether our epistemic standards are internal
to science or SCIENCE, but Quine interprets the question as one
about whether the naturalized epistemologist can account for
epistemic standards at all. This reading is confirmed in From
Stimulus to Science, where Quine explicitly claims that norma-
tive epistemology is a project within SCIENCE, not science: “A
normative domain within epistemology survives the conver-
sion to naturalism [. . . ] Normative epistemology is the art or
technology not only of science, in the austere sense of the word, but
of rational belief generally” (FSS, 1995b, 49-50, my emphasis).

6.10 science vs . science

I have argued that Quine’s replies to Haack need not confirm
her diagnosis that his ideas about naturalism are ambivalent.
His responses are also compatible with an interpretation in
which he does fully subscribe to an aposteriorist variant of natu-
ralism. In what follows, I argue that this reading is the only cor-
rect one. To do so, I reconstruct what would have been Quine’s
response if he had interpreted Haack’s question correctly. As
I will make clear, Quine’s work unambiguously shows that he
would have agreed with Haack that epistemic standards are
internal to SCIENCE and therefore that he does not believe sci-
ence to be epistemically privileged. My argument proceeds in
two steps. In the present section, I argue that, although Quine
often sloppily uses the two notions of science interchangeably,
his epistemology cannot be described as scientistic on the basis
of his ideas about the relation between SCIENCE and science. In
the final two sections, I show that when we apply our conclu-
sions from chapter 2, Quine’s revolutionary talk of abandoning
certain epistemological problems as being misconceived makes
perfect sense even from within an aposteriorist naturalism.

Let me start with Quine’s ideas about the relation between
SCIENCE and science. Throughout his career, Quine has always
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emphasized that the difference between the two is one of degree
and not kind. The evidential standards of science, Quine argues,
are nothing more than a refinement of the norms we all use in
our everyday inquiries:

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 eviden-
tial standards, but only the more patient and systematic
collection and use of what anyone would deem to be
evidence. If the scientist sometimes overrules something
which a superstitious layman might have called evidence,
this may simply be because the scientist has other and
contrary evidence which, if patiently presented to the lay-
man bit by bit, would be conceded superior. (SLS, 1954b,
233)

Quine does not believe in a special scientific method. Rather, the
norms of science are continuous with the methods that guide
us in our everyday inquiries.40 Given Quine’s genetic approach
to epistemology, this conclusion should come as no surprise.
For if Quine is right that “the evidential relation is virtually en-
acted [. . . ] in the learning”, that there is “a partnership between
the theory of language learning and the theory of scientific evi-
dence” (NNK, 1975d, 264), then our best scientific methods are lit-
erally an outgrowth of the way in which we have all learned our
common sense theories of the world. After all, in learning our
language, we all first start by acquiring a theory of the world
in which everything consists of middle-sized physical objects.
It is only later in life that the scientist gets “ahead of common

40 See also, for example, Quine’s (WO, 1960b, 3): “science is self-conscious com-
mon sense”; his (NK, 1969b, 129): “[science] [. . . ] differs from common sense
only in degree of methodological sophistication”; and his (WIB, 1984d, 310):
“science is refined common sense”.
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sense” by introducing “system into his quest and scrutiny of
evidence”, thereby broadening “the knowledge which the man
in the street already enjoys, in moderation, in relation to the
commonplace things around him” (SLS, 1954b, 229, 233).

Quine, therefore, has no incentive to strictly distinguish be-
tween SCIENCE and science. Indeed, whenever he reflects ex-
plicitly about his notion of ‘science’, he always claims that he
intends to use it broadly.41 So how then, might we explain
Quine’s vacillation between broad and narrow uses of science
when he is not explicitly contemplating his use of the notion?
Ironically, the explanation is provided by Haack herself. Recall
that Haack grounds her aposteriorist naturalism on Quine’s
‘gradualist conception of philosophy as differing only in degree
of generality and abstraction [. . . ] from the natural sciences’.
Now, according to Haack, it is this very gradualism which “dis-
inclines [Quine] to attach much significance to the distinction
between the broader and the narrower use” (Haack, 1993a, 171):

Gradualism is the thesis that philosophy is essentially
like, is continuous with, empirical inquiry generally; since
the natural sciences constitute a major and central part
of such inquiry, gradualism highlights the similarity in
method and purpose between philosophy and the natu-
ral sciences. It thus encourages Quine to use the term ”sci-
ence”, which ordinarily refers to those disciplines classi-
fied as natural sciences, as a convenient way of referring
to our beliefs about the world, quite generally. (Haack,
1993b, 339)

In other words, it is because science has so much in common
with our ordinary empirical inquiries, that Quine has no reason

41 Besides the claim in his response to Haack, he also commits himself to a broad
notion of ‘science’ in (FSS, 1995b, 49), (NLOM, 1995c, 462), and in a letter (May
31, 1988) to Hookway (QHWC*, 1988), in which he protests against the narrow
conception of science that is ascribed to him in Hookway (1988).
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to draw a strict distinction between science and SCIENCE. Our
common sense theories about the world are, for Quine, already
primitive scientific theories.42

6.11 a deflationary theory of justification

Quine’s epistemology, therefore, cannot be described as scientis-
tic on the basis of his ideas about the nature of science. Accord-
ing to Quine, there is no reason to distinguish strictly between
our ordinary empirical and our natural scientific inquiries. So
far so good. Yet Haack’s objection to Quine still stands. Haack’s
problem with Quine’s naturalism is that he often seems to dis-
miss some legitimate epistemological questions as being mis-
conceived. For example, when he proposes to “settle for psy-
chology” and to examine how we in fact construct our scientific
theories out of our sensory evidence (EN, 1969a, 75), or when
he writes that his naturalized epistemology “evaporates [. . . ]
the transcendental question of the reality of the external world”
(TTPT, 1981d, 22). So even if Quine has all the resources for a
modest aposteriorism, he still seems committed to the revolu-
tionary claim that some traditional problems of epistemology
are illegitimate. In this section and the next, however, I show
that this final matter of contention can be dissolved as well.
Building on my conclusions from chapter 2, I argue that a closer
examination of what Quine does and does not reject when he
dismisses ‘traditional epistemology’ will show that his revolu-
tionary claims also make perfect sense from an aposteriorist
perspective.

Let me first examine what Quine is not dismissing when he
claims that we should settle for psychology. In naturalizing
epistemology, Quine is not abandoning traditional questions

42 Indeed, Quine often speaks about our ordinary object-based ontology as
“rudimentary physical science”. See, for example, (NNK, 1975d, 258) and (FSS,
1995b, 15).
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about justification. That is, he does not replace normative episte-
mology with descriptive psychology. Quine’s epistemology re-
mains deeply normative. For not only has he always explictly
insisted that the “[n]aturalization of epistemology does not jet-
tison the normative” (RMW, 1986h, 664-5), also in his general
theorizing he has shown how deeply concerned he is with the
norms that guide us in our scientific theorizing beyond the stric-
tures of logic.43

How we should think about Quine’s normative epistemol-
ogy becomes clear when we take seriously his commitment to
a radically science-immanent perspective, i.e. his commitment
to the view that “we can never do better than occupy the stand-
point of some theory or other, the best we can muster at the
time” (WO, 1960b, 22). It is generally recognized that this com-
mitment leads Quine to adopt a deflationary theory of truth.44

Until quite recently, however, most scholars failed to recognize
that this commitment also leads Quine to adopt a deflationary
theory of justification, i.e. a theory which does not seek a sub-
stantive extra-scientific explanation for the justification of some
of our statements beyond their being included in or excluded
by our best scientific theory of the world.45

Rather than interpreting Quine as offering a deflationary the-
ory of justification, scholars usually interpret him as rejecting
any talk of justification whatsoever as his project of examin-
ing how theory and evidence are actually related is thought to
be incompatible with any normative programme. What is over-
looked, therefore, is that this project is compatible with a defla-
tionary notion of justification, a notion according to which facts
about how we actually construct theory from evidence coincide

43 See the sections 6.9 and 5.3 respectively.
44 See section 3.6.
45 See, for example, Johnsen (2005), Gregory (2008), Ebbs (2011b), and R. Sin-

clair (2014). Ebbs aptly dubs Quine’s theory a “minimalist understanding of
justification” (p. 630).
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with facts about how we should do this. When Quine defines
naturalism as the view according to which our best scientific
theories “are not in need of any justification beyond observation
and the hypthetico-deductive method” (FME, 1975a, 72), he is
not rejecting talk about justification; he is only rejecting sub-
stantive extra-scientific theories of justification. Our best scien-
tific theories are not in need of any extra-scientific justification
because they are already justified in virtue of their being our
best scientific theories.46

6.12 ‘traditional epistemology’ revisited

Returning to Haack’s accusation that Quine rejects some legiti-
mate epistemological questions, we see now that this is largely
a mistake. Quine does not abandon normative epistemology;
he only rejects traditional epistemology when it is interpreted
as first philosophy; i.e. when it is interpreted as a SCIENCE-
independent inquiry, taking place outside our empirical web
of belief, and aiming to justify SCIENCE from a SCIENCE-
independent perspective:

I think of the basic tenet [of naturalism] as a negative
one, namely that we can’t hope for any evidence, any
avenue to truth higher than or more fundamental than
ordinary scientific method itself. The method of predic-
tion, and then experimental testing of the predictions. So
that the traditional epistemological quest for something
firmer than science that would serve as a justification of

46 See also Johnsen (2005, 88): “so far is [Quine] from proposing to abandon
the normative that he is proposing instead to discover the norms that govern
theorizing by discovering the norms that we conform to in our theorizing
[. . . ] What he is [. . . ] proposing is to enlist the aid of psychology in addressing
the burden of epistemology: psychology will identify the norms we adhere
to, and philosophy will tell us that, by virtue of their being the ones we adhere
to, they are the ones we are to adhere to”.
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scientific method is dismissed as a mistake. (IWVQ, 1994c,
71-2)

Quine has no problem with any epistemological project in par-
ticular. He only rejects the idea that these projects can be carried
out in a SCIENCE-independent fashion and ought to result in
a substantive notion of justification.

As we have seen in section 6.8, Haack accuses Quine of both
allowing and dismissing sceptical questions, sometimes even
on the very same page. Now let us re-examine his claims with
the above interpretation in mind. When Quine argues that his
naturalized epistemology “evaporates the transcendental ques-
tion of the reality of the external world” (TTPT, 1981d, 22), we
should note that he is explicitly talking about a transcendental
question. And when he, on the same page, argues that “radical
scepticism [. . . ] is not of itself incoherent”, he again qualifies
his claim by adding that these sceptical doubts “would still be
immanent, and of a piece with the scientific endeavour” (ibid.,
my emphasis). Quine, in other words, allows scepticism when
it is interpreted immanently, but dismisses it when it is inter-
preted transcendentally. When the sceptic argues that there is
no absolute SCIENCE-independent foundation for science, no
Cartesian certainty, Quine can simply dismiss the argument as
illegitimate. After all, his naturalism implies that the very idea
of such an external vantage point is a mistake. But when the
sceptic admits that her doubts about science arise from within
our empirical web of beliefs, because science seems “vulnerable
to illusion on its own showing” (ibid.), Quine no longer has any
reason to believe that the sceptic’s questions are incoherent.47

In dismissing ‘traditional epistemology’, therefore, Quine is
primarily rejecting traditional interpretations of epistemology ac-
cording to which it is the philosopher’s task to validate science
from some science-independent perspective. Quine’s ideas, on

47 See section 2.5.
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this reading, are perfectly consistent with Haack’s modest vari-
ant of naturalism. After all, as we have seen, Haack’s aposte-
riorism too is based on Quine’s “conception of philosophy as
differing only in degree of generality and abstraction, not in
the metaphysical or epistemological status of the truths it seeks,
from the natural sciences” (Haack, 1993a, 171). In rejecting the
traditional conception of epistemology, in other words, Haack
too claims that there is no SCIENCE-independent foundation
for SCIENCE. Indeed, when Haack reflects on the possibility of
vindicating her own criteria of justification, she argues that her
attempts will always be conditional on what she herself takes
“to know about human subjects and their cognitive abilities and
limitations”. The best any naturalist can do is to investigate “the
satisfactoriness of our criteria of justification from within the
web of belief” (Haack, 1990, 122-4).48

When Haack and Quine discuss the latter’s revolutionary
proposals, therefore, they are talking past each other. Quine’s
claim that some problems of ‘traditional epistemology’ are il-
legitimate does not constitute a rejection of traditional episte-
mological talk about justification and scepticism. Rather, he dis-
misses traditional interpretations of justification and scepticism,
interpretations which Haack, as a naturalist, dismisses herself
as well. More schematically, any theory about justification will
be (1) a scientific theory, (2) a SCIENTIFIC but not a scientific the-
ory, or (3) a first philosophical theory. Haack interprets Quine as
arguing against the idea that epistemological theories can be of
type (2) and as rejecting the traditional problems of justification

48 As a result, Haack’s comparison of the claim that we should examine the
epistemic status of science from within science itself with the claim that we
should examine the epistemic status of a Sacred Text by reference to that Text
itself (1993b, 250) is not entirely fair. For Haack’s position itself implies that
we ought to examine the epistemic status of SCIENCE from within SCIENCE
itself. It is perhaps because of this reason that Haack’s ‘Sacred Text-argument’
is omitted from her (1993a, ch. 6), even though this chapter largely resembles
her (1993b) in other respects.
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and scepticism because there is no plausible reinterpretation of
those problems within science.49 But in fact, Quine is merely ar-
guing against the idea that epistemological theories can be of
type (3), a claim with which not even a modest naturalist in
Haack’s sense will disagree.50

This mutual misunderstanding about what defines ‘tradition-
al epistemology’ is probably best explained by the different
contexts in which Quine and Haack conducted their inquiries.
In much of his early work, Quine was partly out to defend
his naturalism against a conception of epistemology in which
“the epistemologist’s goal is validation of the grounds of em-

49 That it is a mistake to think that Quine sees philosophical problems as prob-
lems within science also becomes clear in the Fara interviews. In response to
Horwich’s suggestion that he “think[s] of philosophy as part of natural sci-
ence”, for example, Quine explicitly denies that the characterization is correct:
“No, that is not the characterization I intend. I may occasionally say things
which sound very much like that, or even exactly like that. But what I mean
is that philosophy is continuous with science” (ICQ*, 1993a, my emphasis).

50 Of course Haack and Quine can disagree about the details of Quine’s defla-
tionary theory about justification. Just as there are many deflationary theo-
ries of truth, there are many ways in which one might set up an SCIENCE-
immanent theory of justification. In broad outlines, however, Quine and
Haack agree. In Evidence and Inquiry, Haack (1993a) develops what she calls a
“foundherentist” notion of justification; an epistemological theory intermedi-
ate between foundationalism and coherentism which, according to her, “can
combine their strong points and avoid their weaknesses” (1993a, 13). In his
response to Haack, Quine explicitly expresses his sympathy with foundher-
entism:

Susan Haack’s classification [. . . ] recognizes my foundational-
ism, which consists in my appreciation (it can scarcely be called
a thesis) that the checkpoints of beliefs are sensory observa-
tions [. . . ] On the other hand my coherentism is evident in my
holism, however moderate. So I do indeed combine foundation-
alism with coherentism, as I should think it evident that one
must. (CH, 1990b, 128)

See also Quine’s letter (December 6, 1993) to Haack, in which he claims that
her “blend of foundationalism and coherentism (spare me the word!) strikes
me as the way to go” (QHC*, 1975-1997, my transcription).
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pirical science” (EN, 1969a, 75, my emphasis). His main con-
cern, therefore, was the distinction between theories of type (1)
or (2) on the one hand, and theories of type (3) on the other.
Haack, on the other hand, wrote Evidence and Inquiry in the
early 1990s, when broadly anti-Cartesian interpretations of epis-
temology were already commonplace.51 She primarily intends
to defend her ideas about the nature of philosophy against ap-
proaches that have become too sceptical about epistemology.52

In other words, she takes Quine’s rejection of type-(3) state-
ments for granted and focuses more narrowly on the distinc-
tion between statements of type-(1) and type-(2), a distinction to
which Quine is not sensitive given his ideas about the relation
between science and SCIENCE (section 6.10). Because Quine and
Haack have different distinctions in mind, they are talking past
each other. Quine misunderstands Haack’s question about the
source of our epistemic standards as a question about whether
the naturalized epistemologist can account for epistemic stan-
dards in terms of either type-(1) or type-(2) statements; and
Haack misunderstands Quine when he abandons certain type-
(3) statements as misconceived.

Now this mutual misunderstanding is cleared up, we can see
that, although Quine and Haack’s epistemologies differ in em-
phasis, they have a common enemy: the traditional Cartesian
epistemologist who dismisses any attempt to incorporate sci-

51 Indeed, in the early 1990s, Quine claims that he is of “that large minority or
small majority who repudiate the Cartesian dream of a foundation for scien-
tific certainty firmer than scientific method itself” (PT, 1990g, 19, my empha-
sis).

52 Next to her chapter on Quine, two other chapters of Haack’s Evidence and
Inquiry are concerned with defending her conception against such sceptics;
e.g one chapter is concerned with reliabilist rejections of internalism and one
chapter is concerned with Rorty’s “vulgar pragmatism”. Note that Quine
would be critical about these sceptical theories, qua theories about justication,
as well. For Quine’s rejection of Rorty’s (1979, 202) claim that his theory is
devoid of talk of justification, see (LMAP, 1990f, 151). For a suggestion about
how Quine would have responsed to reliabilism, see Johnsen (2005, 92-3).
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entific results in our theories of knowledge as circular. Both
believe that our theories of justification should be immanent
and both reject the circularity charge as being misconceived.
There are no external vantage points; even the epistemologist
who is interested in ratifying our criteria of justification can
only examine and evaluate our epistemic norms from within
the broad web of empirical beliefs in which those very norms
are employed. Both Quine and Haack, in other words, are mod-
est naturalists.


