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Introduction:
Life and Work

GILBERT HARMAN AND ERNIE LEPORE

W.V.O. Quine was born on June 24, 1908 in Akron, Ohio. He graduated from
Oberlin College in Ohio in 1930 with a major in mathematics and honors in
mathematical logic. He tells us in his autobiography that he worked through
Venn's Symbolic Logic, Peano’s Formualiair de mathematiques, Courtura'’s Algebra
of Logic, Whitehead's Introduction to Mathematics, and Whitehead and Russell’s
Principia Mathematica. This last work together with Russell’s “On Denoting”
deeply impressed Quine, as did his exposure to ].B. Watson's behaviorism in a
psychology class. (Quine’s version of behaviorism is discussed by Dagfinn
Follesdal and Gilbert Harman in this volume.)

Quine entered the graduate program at Harvard in the fall of 1930. He
amazingly completed his PhD in two years at the age of 23, with a dissertation
The Logic of Sequences: A generalization of Principia Mathematica, directed by
Whitehead. He was awarded a Sheldon Travel Fellowship for 1932-33, during
which he visited Vienna, attending Moritz Schlick’s Vienna Circle, where he
met Kurt Godel, F. Waismann, and A.]. Ayer, among others. He worked with R.
Carnap in Prague and later visited Warsaw, where he met the logicians Stanis-
law Lesniewski, Jan Lukasiewicz, and Alfred Tarski.

On Carnap'’s influence on him, Quine wrote:

Carnap was my greatest teacher. I got to him in Prague . . . just a few months
after I had finished my formal studies and received my Ph.D. I was very much his
disciple for six years. In later years his views went on evolving and so did mine,
divergent ways. But even where we disagreed he was still setting the theme; the
line of my thought was largely determined by problems that I felt his position

A Companion to W.V.O. Quine, First Edition. Edited by Gilbert Harman and Ernie Lepore.
© 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



GILBERT HARMAN AND ERNIE LEPORE

presented. (“Homage to Rudolf Carnap.,” 41: cf. also Gary Ebbs’ essay in this
volume)

Upon his return to the United States, Quine began a three-year fellowship in
the first class of the Harvard Society of Junior Fellows. In 1934, he gave three
lectures on Carnap, introducing his philosophy to an American audience.
Martin Gustafsson’s contribution to this volume discusses Carnap’s and Quine’s
contrasting conceptions of explication.

In 1936, Quine was appointed to the Harvard philosophy faculty. In 1942,
he joined the Navy, resuming his position at Harvard in 1946. In 1948, he was
made a senior fellow in the Harvard Society of Fellows. He remained at Harvard
until 1978; he continued to lecture around the world and to publish until
1998, when he was 90. He died on Christmas Day, 2000 at the exact age
of 92%.

During his 65-year-long career he published over twenty books and well
over a hundred articles, having made significant contributions to a large
number of fields within philosophy, including epistemology, metaphysics, logic,
set theory, philosophy of logic, philosophy of language, and philosophy
of science. It is uncontroversial that Quine was one of the most influential
philosophers of the twentieth century, along with Carnap, Russell, and
Wittgenstein. (See the website maintained by Quine’s son, Douglas Quine:
http://www.wvquine.org.)

1. Naturalism
Quine’s naturalism committed him to:

1. There is no first philosophy — no experiential or a priori foundation outside
of science upon which science can be justified or rationally reconstructed.

2. Itis up to science to tell us what there is (ontology) and how we know it
(epistemology). Further, the currently best science advocates physicalism
and empiricism.

Quine’s naturalism is discussed by the authors in the first section of this volume:
Thomas Kelly, Robert Sinclair, Lars Bergstrom, Peter Godfrey-Smith, Adam
Sennet and Tyrus Fisher, Alan Weir, and Peter Hylton. In the philosophy of
language, Quine’s physicalism involves a rejection of mind-body dualism and
mentalistic semantics, a rejection that Barry Smith discusses in his contribu-
tion. On the other hand, Quine accepts the existence of abstract objects of
mathematics, such as numbers and sets. According to Quine, science would be

2



INTRODUCTION: LIFE AND WORK

impossible without them. Gideon Rosen, John Burgess, Gary Ebbs, Hans-Johann
Glock, and Alan Weir discuss Quine's views about these and related issues.

2. Extensionalism

Quine argues for purely extensional descriptions of the world. A description is
extensional if and only if its truth value does not change when replacing a
constituent sentence with another of the same truth value, or a predicate by
another with the same extension, or a singular term by another with the same
designatum. For example, the context of “Hesperus” in “Hesperusis the morning
star” is extensional because a co-designatum of “Hesperus”, say ‘Phosphorous’,
can be substituted in the context to produce a sentence (‘Phosphorus is the
morning star’) with the same truth value. However, the context ‘The ancients
believed that Hesperus is the morning star’ is not extensional because its co-
designatum, ‘Phosphorus’, can be substituted in the context to produce a sen-
tence with a different truth value.

Quine’s extensionalism is the doctrine that extensionality is necessary for a
full understanding of a theory. A paradigmatic extensional language is first-
order predicate logic with relations including identity and the membership
relation of set theory. That is Quine’s canonical idiom. Quine maintains that
one can determine the ontological commitments of a theory only if it is expressed
in the canonical idiom. Then one must note the range of its bound variables.
This criterion does not determine what exists, it determines what a theory says
exists. Moreover, for an entity to be the value of a bound variable, it must have
identity criteria: no entity without identity. For example, physical objects are
identical if and only if they occupy exactly the same region(s) of space-time,
while sets are identical if and only if they have the same members. Quine’s
ontological physicalism countenances a bifurcated but extensional ontology:
When the best scientific theory is translated into a canonical idiom, we find it
irreducibly quantifying over both concrete and abstract objects, namely, physi-
cal objects and sets.

Gary Ostertag’s contribution to this volume contains a critical discussion of
Russell and Quine on extensionalism. Other relevant contributions include
those by John Burgess, Sandra Lapointe, Michael Glanzberg, Scott Soames, and
Martin Gustafsson.

3. Empiricism

Returning to Quine’s naturalism, we should note that as an empiricist Quine
acceptsits two cardinal tenets: “Whatever evidence there is for science is sensory

3
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evidence . . . [and] all inculcation of meanings of words must rest ultimately
on sensory evidence” (“Epistemology Naturalized,” 75). Consistent with his
naturalism, Quine cites science as the source of these tenets:

Science itself teaches us that the only information that can reach our sensory
surfaces from external objects must be limited to two-dimensional optical projec-
tions and various impacts of air waves on the eardrums and some gaseous
reactions in the nasal passages and a few kindred odds and ends. (The Roots of
Reference, 2)

His acceptance of a physicalist ontology and an empiricist epistemology is based
on scientific findings. The domains of the scientist and of the philosopher are
distinct but overlapping. In Word and Object, Quine put the point as follows:

Given physical objects in general, the natural scientist is the man to decide about
wombats and unicorns. Given classes, or whatever other broad realm of objects
the mathematician needs, it is for the mathematician to say whether in particular
there are even prime numbers or any cubic numbers that are sums of pairs of
cubic numbers. On the other hand it is scrutiny of this uncritical acceptance of
the realm of physical objects, or of classes, etc., that devolves upon ontology. Here
is the task of making explicit what had been tacit, and precise what had been
vague, of exposing and resolving paradoxes, smoothing kinks, lopping off ves-
tigial growths, clearing ontological slums . . . . The philosopher’s task differs from
others’, then, in detail; but in no such drastic way as those suppose who imagine
for the philosopher a vantage point outside the conceptual scheme that he takes
in charge. There is no such cosmic exile. He cannot study and revise the funda-
mental conceptual scheme of science and common sense without having some
conceptual scheme, the same or another no less in need of philosophical scrutiny,
in which to work. (Word and Object, 275-276)

Quine’s commitments to physicalism and empiricism are strong but cautious.
See also John Burgess’s contribution to this volume.

4. Naturalized Epistemology

Quine repudiates first philosophy, but does not repudiate epistemology alto-
gether. There remains naturalized epistemology: the scientific study of man’s
acquisition of science.

A far cry, this, from old epistemology. Yet it is no gratuitous change of subject
matter, but an enlightened persistence rather in the original epistemological



INTRODUCTION: LIFE AND WORK

problem. It is enlightened in recognizing that the skeptical challenge springs from
science itself, and that in coping with it we are free to use scientific knowledge.
The old epistemologist failed to recognize the strength of his position. (The Roots
of Reference, 3)

Some philosophers claim that Quine’s naturalized epistemology is no epistemol-
ogy at all, for epistemology is normative and naturalized epistemology (the
scientific study of man's acquisition of science) drops the normative in favor of
the descriptive. However, as Quine explains,

The normative is naturalized, not dropped. The crowning normative principle of
naturalized epistemology is nothing less than empiricism itself; for empiricism is
both a rule of scientific method and a scientific discovery. It is natural science that
tells us that our information about the world comes only through impacts on our
sensory surfaces. And it is conspicuously normative, counselling us to mistrust
soothsayers and telepathists . . . . For normative content of a more technical kind
we may look to mathematical statistics. These norms, again, are at the level of
science itself. Normative epistemology, under naturalism, is simply the technology
of science, the technology of predicting sensory stimulation. It is scientific method.
(*Comment on Lauener,” 229)

Quine regards naturalized epistemology to be far from Descartes’ rationalism
and Carnap’s empiricism:

I think that for scientific or philosophical purposes the best we can do is give up
the notion of knowledge as a bad job and make do rather with its separate ingre-
dients. We can still speak of a belief as true, and of one belief as firmer or more
certain, to the believer’s mind, than another. There is also the element of justifica-
tion . ... These reflections perhaps belong in their rudimentary way to the branch
of philosophy known as epistemology, the theory of knowledge. Rejection of the
very concept of knowledge is oddly ironic. (Quiddities, 109)

Consider three versions of Quine’s naturalism: (1) Science contains epistemol-
ogy in the sense that engaging in epistemology presupposes an accepted scien-
tific framework as background; epistemology contains science insofar as science
is constrained by the findings of epistemology. (2) Quine embraces Neurath's
likening “science to a boat which, if we are to rebuild it, we must rebuild plank
by plank, while staying afloat in it. The philosopher and the scientist are in the
same boat” (Word and Object, 3). (3) On positing of objects, Quine writes:

To call a posit a posit is not to patronize it. A posit can be unavoidable except at
the cost of other no less artificial expedients. Everything to which we concede



