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Quine and the Kantian Problem of Objectivity  

By Gary Kemp 

1.  Background.  Quine presented his Immanuel Kant Lectures—‘Science and Sensibilia’—at 

Stanford, February 4th-14th, 1980.  One would be right to expect Quine to have taken them as an 

occasion to lay out the latest iteration of the Quinean system.  But he does begin by mentioning Kant, 

both near the end, and here at the very beginning of the lectures: 

"How are synthetic judgments a priori possible?" That was Kant's momentous question, and 

the Critique of Pure Reason was his monumental answer. The question that will be exercising 

me in my less than monumental series of Immanuel Kant Lectures is a plainer one, but it 

expresses much the same concern: How, on the strength of the mere sporadic triggering of our 

sensory receptors, is it possible to fabricate our elaborate theory of other minds and the 

external world? (p. 1) 

In what follows I want to examine Quine’s philosophy through a rather narrow and even distorting 

lens, paying for the inevitable inaccuracies with what I hope will be some benefits from the areas of 

magnification.  My main question is less verbose if arguably less plain than Quine ‘s own question, 

but recognisably connected with it, and recognisably more Kantian:  How did Quine respond to the 

question of what makes objectivity possible?
1
  Even within those confines, there are many angles of 

the topic that I will touch only fleetingly.  In particular, I won’t explicitly discuss the distinction 

between judgment based objectivity and object based objectivity, the primacy of sentences over 

singular terms, Quine’s attitude towards the concept of possibility, or his attitude to the concept of 

truth.   

For what I will discuss, I shall begin with some historical context.  Not only do I hope it will make 

this rather old-fashioned sounding question come alive, but—from this admittedly distorting angle at 

any rate—Quine’s answer to the question seems to emerge as central to his system.  
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To the ears of a clued-in philosopher of science in the 1920’s, what Quine called Kant’s ‘momentous 

question’ might well have seemed an enormously loaded one.  For by then it would not have seemed 

very compelling—as it did, quite excusably, to Kant—to think that there are synthetic a priori 

judgments to begin with.   The judgments involved in the mathematical theory of functions (analysis 

and calculus), thanks to the progress towards greater rigour and ontological explicitness of such 

nineteenth century figures as Karl Weierstrass, Augustin Cauchy and Richard Dedekind, turned out 

not obviously to carry import not already contained in judgments of straight arithmetic (so long as the 

idea of set or collection is available to the latter, as many people assumed it was).  That judgments of 

basic arithmetic are themselves synthetic a priori—and therefore depend on something like an a 

priori grasp of the structure of space or time, as in the grasp of ‘and so on’ which Poincare held to be  

involved in our grasp of infinitely repeatable operations like ‘+1’—had not exactly been disproven by 

the great revolutions in the foundations of mathematics  round the turn of the 20
th
 century (not least by 

the efforts of Frege),  but would have been much, much harder to maintain.  One would now be on the 

defensive.  (Gödel’s first incompleteness theorem is typically thought to have shown that arithmetic is 

not strictly analytic because what is analytic, it is thought, must be capable of recursive 

axiomatization, which the theorem shows that arithmetic cannot be.  But that was later, in the 1930’s.)  

Kant’s view about geometry—that it too is a priori synthetic—underwent a more decisive refutation 

(though it wasn’t universally regarded as refuted; in the 1920s Frege, for example, was persisting in 

the view that geometry is synthetic a priori).  Kant, like virtually all philosophers and mathematicians 

before him, took geometry as an a priori description of the actual structure of space.  Geometry, of 

course, meant Euclidean geometry, the geometry deriving from Euclid’s formative works.  But 

apparently there had always been an element of doubt about what is known as the Parallel Postulate:  

For any straight line and any point not lying on that line, there is one and only one straight line which 

passes through that point which never intersects the first line (that is, there is exactly one line passing 

through the point which is parallel to the first line).  In the 1820’s, Janos Bolyai and Nicholas 

Lobachevsky, two mathematicians working independently, discovered that geometry could be 

developed in a way that is seemingly quite consistent logically, which includes Euclid’s other 
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postulates or axioms, but in which the Parallels Postulate does not hold: more than one line passes 

through the point without meeting the first line (such is ‘hyperbolic’ geometry; later, ‘elliptical’ 

geometries were developed in which there is no such line).
2
  This development of so-called Non-

Euclidean Geometries immediately raised the question: Which geometry is true of actual space?  For 

many reasons, not the least of which it simply doesn’t seem as if we can exclude all possibilities but 

exactly one, it became extremely difficult to maintain that this question can be decided a priori; 

certainly by the early twentieth century, it seemed to be an empirical question. Nevertheless, 

geometry, now comprising the many non-Euclidean geometries that sprang up along with their 

venerable predecessor, could freely continue as a purely mathematical discipline, unaffected by the 

question of application to physical space. Some such geometries were extremely exotic, involving for 

example more than the usual three dimensions; some even involved infinitely many dimensions. 

Mathematical geometry, it seemed, was much more abstract in character than Kant had envisaged, and 

could no longer be held to depend on our intuitive grasp of actual space.  

These mathematical developments—with direct repercussions for the foundations of mathematics—

were complemented by Einstein’s revolution in physics in the early 20
th
 century. The space described 

by Euclidean geometry is a space of constant curvature where the curvature is zero. The spaces of 

hyperbolic and elliptical geometries are geometries of constant curvature that is nonzero.  But even 

they are too simple for actual space.  Acceptance of the General Theory of Relativity (1915) meant 

that space was to be conceived as having variable curvature depending on local gravitational fields, 

which in turn depended on the distribution of energy and mass and their relative velocities. In short, 

the whole question of the structure of space is inseparable from physics as a whole, and is thus no less 

empirical and no more certain than it is.   

Now it hardly needs emphasis that Quine’s philosophy is well-conceived as a response to problems he 

saw in Carnap’s philosophy.  But it also seems that the significance of those problems cannot fully be 

appreciated without seeing Carnap’s philosophy as a response to the crisis in the philosophy of 

science vis-à-vis physics brought about the demise of the Newtonian classical world-view and the 

sudden rise of Einstein’s relativistic world-view (this not to say Quine himself was not directly 
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influenced by these developments).  Logical Positivism—or Logical Empiricism as Carnap preferred 

to call it—was concerned, in the long aftermath of the science-caused deterioration of Kant’s 18
th
 

century stone bridge (which was in turn at least partly brought about by the rise of Newton’s non-

mechanical physics),  with fashioning a modern logic-informed steel conduit from the subjective 

stream of perceptual experience to the objective world of tables and trees, protons and photons,  

galaxies and nebulae.  Schlick, Reichenbach and Carnap among others proposed schemes intended to 

deliver mainly this—and not, as is sometimes thought, with delivering a logically more articulate and 

more powerful version of Hume or Berkeley (which might be attributed, perhaps at a stretch, to the 

time-slice of Russell covering The Problems of Philosophy (1912) and Our Knowledge of the External 

World (1915)).  Carnap employed the term ‘logical empiricism’, but this interest in objectivity marks 

a clear difference with classical empiricism as Michael Friedman and Alan Richardson have explained 

in superb detail.  They stress—some would say they overstress, but let that sleeping dog lie—the 

importance of Kant for understanding what Carnap was all about.  To fully appreciate Quine, I’m 

suggesting, it may well help to understand him as re-constructing or re-conceiving the objectivity of 

science given the failure of Carnap’s bridge.  

The early work of Carnap—his Aufbau being the principal document—was driven at least in part by 

the attempt to show how the subjective stream of experience can result in objective science (under the 

supervision of the Neo-Kantian Bruno Bauch he authored a thesis in 1922 on Kant-inspired problems 

of geometry).  Not so much to justify the claims to objectivity, but to explain, given the hard-to-

dispute fact that we do achieve objectivity, how it can be.  And his answer was that it is by our 

adoption of a certain logical framework that we can rise above our own subjective experience, and 

speak about common objects—or more exactly, that we can speak of the ‘same objects’ (or rather 

equivalence classes of objects) via the structural isomorphism between our respective constructional 

systems.  

Carnap fundamentally differs from Kant in that he does not intend to adopt a ‘transcendent’ or 

‘critical’ point of view.
3
  He does not attempt to show a priori that the conditions of the possibility of 

experience have built into them that experience is necessarily of an objective, spatio-temporal, law-
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governed domain of objects in causal interaction.  He freely borrows scientific results—especially 

those of psychology—in sketching  in considerable detail the bridge from subjective to objective.  He 

does not insist that his way of doing it is uniquely correct (in this respect his views are not dissimilar 

to those of Poincaré, writing at the turn of the century).  There are in principle other ways to bring 

‘rigorous detail to Kant’s synthesis of the manifold of appearances’; Friedman attributes to him a 

doctrine of the ‘relative a priori’, which appears to fit well with Carnap’s idea of ‘rational 

reconstruction’ (alternatively it could be called a doctrine of the ‘variable a priori’—that is, it could 

be summed up in terms of the dependence of quantifiers, as the shift from a -claim to a -claim).   

Carnap agreed with Neurath as well as Quine—and broadly with Schlick, Reichenbach and others—

that philosophy is not to occupy a superior position to science, and indeed went so far as to claim that 

legitimate philosophy is nothing but the ‘logic of science’.  To many, this estimate seemed inevitable.  

Again, in the century and a bit subsequent to Kant’s death in 1804, developments in science itself 

seemed to knock philosophy off its high horse:  they seemed to show that contrary to Kant, geometry, 

as a science of real space, is not a priori and is not even prior to the laws of physics, that contrary to 

Kant, arithmetic is not synthetic, and that contrary to Kant, ordinary causation is by no means 

fundamental to the working of the universe (indeed the development of quantum theory in the 1920’s 

cast serious doubt on the whole picture of nature as behaving according to laws of causation).  These 

were supposed by Kant to be sources of synthetic a priori truths, of the forms of pure intuition, whose 

explanation was to require the adoption of the transcendental  or critical point of view.    

The Aufbau was published in 1928.  In 1929 Neurath, Carnap and company published the great 

Vienna Manifesto, which had as its centrepiece the declaration that there are no synthetic a priori 

truths.  Notably with the Logical Syntax of Language of 1934 (actually Logische Syntax der Sprache; 

the English translation came out in 1937), Carnap then developed his ideas further with more explicit 

attention to language and much less to experience.  This also began the time of close contact with 

Quine, initiated by Quine’s famous visit to Carnap in Prague in 1933 as the final draft of Carnap’s 

Syntax was emerging page-by-page from the typewriter of Carnap’s wife Ida.  Over the next 

seventeen years, the concept of convention, or the role it played the philosophy of science, was 
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subjected to questioning by Quine especially in ‘Truth by Convention’ of 1936; the concept of 

analyticity, or the role it played in Carnap’s thought as well the thought of others, was subjected by 

Quine and Tarski to sustained criticism, culminating in Quine’s having explicitly rejected it in ‘Two 

Dogmas of Empiricism’ of 1951; and Carnap’s distinction between ‘internal questions’ and ‘external 

questions’ was equally rejected by Quine in ‘On Carnap’s Views on Ontology’ (1951b).  Carnap was 

extremely dogged in not accepting any of Quine’s attempted refutations and with what for him was 

good reason.  The exact story may have changed dramatically from the Aufbau to the Logical Syntax 

to Introduction to Semantics to Meaning and Necessity to ‘Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology’, but 

the initial, animating idea, the one that it seemed was unimpeachable, remained roughly the same:  

One’s language—one’s ‘system of concepts’—is at least tacitly a conventional structure, a system of 

rules, and it is by its means that one achieves objectivity.   Armed with these specialised concepts of 

modern logic, the philosopher contributes to science by making this definite and explicit.   

In the remainder of this piece I am not going to consider in any detail the various much discussed 

points of dispute between Carnap and Quine.  (Nor as I indicated will I make hay of the fourth word 

in ‘How is objectivity possible?’; I will take this as a case in which Quine’s deflationary policy for 

dealing with the word ‘possible’ can be invoked, taking the question as asking merely for an 

explanation of objectivity—or failing that, a hypothetical account whose antecedent is consistent with 

the present state of knowledge.)  I simply wish to examine the matter of how Quine responds to the 

challenge of accounting for objectivity, or saying what objectivity is, taking his positions vis-à-vis 

convention, analyticity and internal-vs.-external questions as read.  In particular: Given Carnap’s 

failure, how does Quine think we can (or could) rise above individual sensations to make judgments 

about the objective world, especially since he accepts that sensation is all anyone has to ‘go on’ in 

generating a picture of the common world?  I think that putting it that way—which is subtly different 

from the usual way of characterizing what Quine was up to—reveals, when we dig a little deeper, that 

Quine has a very distinctive story on this, and that he can properly be seen as contributing or 

responding to a story initiated by Kant (although I will not discuss Kant in the remainder except for 

the odd remark in passing).  Quine accepts that the synthetic a priori is dead, but also that Carnap’s 
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use of convention and analyticity was hopeless;  what then was his response to the problems in the 

philosophy of science just described?  

2.  Kant’s Question in a Quinean Context.  We can think of the traditional Empiricist as asking: 

‘Here are the materials out of which knowledge is to be constructed (impressions and ideas for Hume; 

sense-data and universals for Russell 1910); what can we know on this basis?’  We can characterise 

the Logical Empiricist’s question as ‘Given that we have such-and-such (putative) objective 

knowledge, what does this knowledge consist in?’; or ‘What is it to know what we know?’.  They are 

more or less the reverses of each other.  Quine accepts without substantial argument Hume’s 

(apparent) conclusion as regards the traditional question, even if he doesn’t accept the details of 

Hume’s doctrine of impressions and ideas.  ‘The Humean predicament is the human predicament’, he 

famously opines, by which he means that there is no shutting up the insistent sceptic either about 

induction or the external world, even if the best account of how the sceptic manages to get into the 

position of scepticism—a third person account of the acquisition of language—presupposes that 

scepticism has been refuted (or simply shelved): 

The most modest of generalizations about observable traits will cover more cases than its 

utterer can have had occasion actually to observe. The hopelessness of grounding natural 

science upon immediate experience in a firmly logical way was acknowledged.  The 

Cartesian quest for certainty had been the remote motivation of epistemology … but that 

quest was seen as a lost cause. ([1968b] pp. 74) 

In the same essay— ‘Epistemology Naturalized’—Quine makes a different distinction, splitting the 

general epistemological question into the ‘Doctrinal Question’ and the ‘Conceptual Question’.   It 

relates to statements versus concepts, truth versus meaning.  The conceptual studies, he writes, ‘are 

concerned with clarifying concepts by defining them, some in terms of others’ (p. 69).  And the 

doctrinal studies ‘are concerned with establishing laws by proving them, some on the basis of others’ 

(pp. 69-70).  The two are of course linked; it would, he writes, serve to ‘maximize certainty…[i]deally 
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the definitions would generate all the concepts from clear and distinct ideas, and the proofs would 

generate all the theorems from self-evident truths.’ (p. 70) 

Notice that Quine speaks of ‘ideal’ desiderata, of ‘maximising certainty’.  He conceives both 

epistemic tasks as matters of less and more, not in terms of absolute requirements of reduction to the 

given or a foundation in sensation.  Nothing like Hume’s starting-point of impressions or Russell’s of 

sense-data.  Though Quine did not put it this way, and though it will take some time to emerge fully, I 

suggest that he responded to the challenge of accounting for objectivity by externalizing and 

physicalizing a set of Kant-style maxims.  By ‘a set of Kant-style maxims’ I mean any system of 

principles or mechanisms which suffice for transforming—either conceptually or as a real process 

unfolding in time—subjective processes (individual or idiosyncratic streams of mental or behavioral 

events) into objective states or acts (thoughts, judgments, speech-acts or dispositions to assent or 

dissent with respect to sentences).  ‘Subjective’, here, entails ‘individualistic’, or ‘private’.  

‘Objective’ entails not just the mere susceptibility to being true or false, but the capacity of such states 

or acts to be assessable as true or false from a third-person perspective—that is, independently of its 

being an act or state on the part of the particular person whose act or state it is.   Paradigmatically, 

then, ‘This thing is thus and so’ will be true or false depending on how things stand with a certain 

object, whatever anyone thinks of the object (set aside the case where the thing in question is itself 

dependent on the mental states of a person or a class of people).  For Quine, as will emerge, the nature 

of these Kant-style maxims will be partly social, but the most fundamental aspects are biological.   

Quine is not just assuming that any such maxim will be physical.  His case for physicalism is well-

known—mostly it’s a case of inference to the best explanation—and I won’t linger over it here, but in 

the Kant Lectures as well as elsewhere Quine favors us with a quick distillation of the case in broad 

terms.  Suppose the options are three—dualism, idealism, and physicalism.  Quine says that there is 

no point in the first, because for each mental state (token), there is a corresponding physical state 

(token), namely the physical state that is taking place with the mental state.  Might as well identify the 

two.  The second is subject to many damning objections—especially the ephemerality of sense-data, 

and the private language argument, which by 1960 Quine explicitly endorsed (note the distance 
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between this attitude and the apparently phenomenalism-friendly ‘On What There Is’, 1948).  In the 

Kant lectures Quine writes: 

Mentalistic method … stacks up poorly. The stream of experience, if not organized and 

conceptualized in terms of bodies as it generally is, would be unmanageable. Even memory 

would be unavailing, for it hinges mostly on conceptualization in bodily terms. Raw sense 

data do not keep; they have to be processed. (p. 2) 

So the third, physicalism.   

Quine implicitly accepts the overall shape of Carnap’s mission—to show how and why language is 

the key to accounting for objectivity.  Like Carnap he sees the mission as a transposition of the 

classical empiricist one, but unlike Carnap he does so with an important alteration.  ‘This familiar 

desk manifests its presence’ he writes at outset of Word and Object, ‘by resisting my pressures and by 

deflecting light to my eyes.  Physical things generally, however remote, become known to us only 

through the effects which they help to induce at our sensory surfaces.’  Where traditional empiricists 

took sense-data as given in experience and sought a bridge to the objective, physical world, Quine 

takes their failure in this as a symptom of the fact that ‘a fancifully fancyless medium of unvarnished 

news’ simply won’t, ‘of itself, cohere as an autonomous domain.’   Instead he sides with ‘Dr. 

Johnson, who demonstrated the reality of a stone by kicking it; and to begin with, at least, we have 

little better to go on than Johnsonian usage.’ (p. 3)  Yet as I said there is still a task: Given that one’s 

data are restricted to the ‘effects they help induce at our sensory surfaces’—which is more or less 

Quine’s surrogate of the subjective stream of impressions, ideas or sense-data of Locke, Hume, 

Berkeley and of Russell for a time—how does one in fact arrive at one’s sophisticated world view, 

encompassing cosmology, quantum theory and the rest?  And this, Quine believes, is itself a scientific 

question.  There is no question of reduction of one domain to another, none of defining one realm in 

terms of the other; and none also of scepticism, or of justifying science and common sense; but a how-

question, one of explaining what processes are actually involved.
4
  That is the transposition, which 

agrees at least in outline if not in substance with Carnap’s mission.   
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The important alteration is that unlike the case of Carnap, who tended in the Aufbau to think that the 

substantive content of science is somehow already present in the subjective stream—understood in the 

Aufbau as ‘gestalten’ related by ‘recollection of similarity’—Quine makes nothing like such an 

assumption.   In fact nothing of Carnap’s later, weakened views of the relation between the subjective 

stream and objectivity survive.  The key move was present in his work from the 1950’s, but most 

conspicuously and overtly in ‘Epistemology Naturalized’: Rather than all of ‘this make believe’ of 

formulating principles or rules that if adopted would make for the transformation, we should look and 

see how it actually happens: ‘Better to discover how science is in fact developed and learned than to 

fabricate a fictitious structure to a similar effect’ (p. 78).  This means, among other things, that there is 

no reason that the physical and social environment may not figure as integral parts of the explanation. 

How then does Quine envisage it?  I’m going to amalgamate the well-worn story of Quine on 

observation sentences with a very late addition—the principle ‘Pre-established Harmony’—which 

serves to round out Quine’s story of how we manage objectivity.  I think Quine’s story of the 

subjective-objective bridge had a significant gap until he explained this principle in a satisfactory 

manner in From Stimulus to Science (1995) and ‘Progress on Two Fronts’ [1996].   

 

3. The Keystone.  Right in front of Lucy and Linus, a rabbit scurries by.  Lucy and Linus are wide 

awake facing the leporidean event; the light is good, and they both have their eyes open.  At that 

moment a certain disturbance takes place in Lucy’s retina—call it the ‘Lucy stimulation’—some 

subset of her rods and cones are activated, with further neural events occasioned deeper inside; being 

an expert speaker of English, almost instantaneously after she gains the disposition to utter the sound 

‘Yes’, to the slightly more complicated sound, comprising several phonemes,  conventionally spelled 

‘Rabbit?’.  We can tell an analogous story about Linus and the Linus stimulation.  

There is no reason to expect or demand that the Lucy stimulation is relevantly similar to the Linus 

stimulation.  The science of optics plus geometry tell us that the pattern of light-rays striking the two 

pairs of eyes  is interestingly similar, but not only does that not tell us what is relevant or salient 

between Lucy and Linus, the exact layout of Lucy’s photoreceptors is likely unique; in fact she might 
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be, for all that’s relevant to language, some mutant with an exotic system of vision who nevertheless 

speaks English.   As became clear to Quine in the years immediately subsequent to the publication of 

Word and Object,  we cannot therefore speak simply of the ‘stimulus meaning’ of the observation 

sentence ‘Rabbit’.  We must relativize the predicate:  We can speak only of the stimulus meaning for 

Lucy of the sentence ‘Rabbit’, and the stimulus meaning for Linus of the sentence ‘Rabbit’.  Quine 

spoke, perhaps with an eye toward Russell and the apparent privacy of meaning in his account of 

language in 1910-24, perhaps with an eye towards Wittgenstein’s famous discussion of the matter, of 

the ‘privacy of the nerve net’ (1992 p. 44; cf. 1960 §2).  Stimulus meanings obviously can’t be 

meaning in the intuitive sense, for meaning in the intuitive sense is precisely what is common to Lucy 

and Linus.   

In the years after Word and Object, Quine proposed a variety of subtly different definitions of 

‘observation sentence’, including one in the Kant Lectures.  The tinkering was largely in response to 

the problem of how to conceive them as public accessible when they are idiosyncratic as just 

described.  In Pursuit of Truth Quine settled for a relativized notion of stimulus meaning for 

observation sentences,  and counted a sentence as observational for a community just in case it is 

observational  for each member, and ‘if each would agree in assenting to it, or dissenting, on 

witnessing the occasion of its utterance’ (p. 42).  But when a sentence is observational, why is it 

observational?  What facts underlie their objectivity? The observed concord cannot just be magic. 

Donald Davidson thought that the only way for Quine to solve the problem—the problem as it may be 

put of inter-subjectivity—is obvious:  For the purpose of translation or interpretation, don’t ask for 

stimulus meaning, but ask for the thing which cuts across Lucy and Linus, namely the rabbit, the 

referent.  This is Davidson’s famous triangle, with Lucy, Linus and the rabbit at the vertices; such 

things, he thought, are necessary for communication and reference, hence objectivity.   

Many people believe that Quine eventually accepted Davidson’s point, and thus that Quine’s lifelong 

ambition to formulate a workable definition of observation sentence in proximate rather than distal 

terms had ended in failure.  As I’ve explained before in greater length (Kemp 2012, Ch. 4; see also 

Hylton 2009 pp. 122-9, Sinclair 2009, and Ebbs 2015), I don’t think that that is at all the case.  
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From at least Word and Object onwards Quine examined the relation between linguistic behavior, 

which was for him equivalent to the use of language—the repository of theories and our mode of 

communication—and the notions reference, satisfaction and truth.   Chapter Two of Word and Object 

might summed up as the argument that if we stick to the facts underlying our use of language, the 

application of a system of conventional semantical concepts is not determinate. ‘[T]he traditional 

semantics outruns the facts of language’, as he succinctly put it in a late article (1987 p. 346). 

Semantics does not supervene on behavior, let alone on biology or physics, and is thus, beyond those 

limits, a ‘free creation’; yet such behavior is, as is often put for example by Ed Becker (2013 pp. 233-

4), all that is relevant to ascriptions of meaning.  That does not begin to settle the ascription of 

particular meanings.  The point is more speculative with regard to truth or ‘truth-conditions’ 

(sentence-meaning) than it is with respect to reference (of singular and general terms): given any 

collection of sentences with fixed truth-values, there are indefinitely many permutations of references 

of terms that do not disturb those truth-values.
5
  Reference is ‘inscrutable’ (or ontology is relative, as 

Quine put it mid-career, or reference is indeterminate, as Quine later termed it). Even aside from 

inscrutability, the appeal to reference would be most unsatisfying for Quine.  The resolutely scientific 

philosopher of language does not simply help himself to the relation of reference, as if there were 

magic rays connecting one’s use of words to all the objects—concrete and abstract—in the entire 

space-time universe.   

How exactly then does Quine finally respond to Davidson?  With the doctrine of Pre-Established 

Harmony.  He wrote in ‘Progress on Two Fronts’, 1996: 

We have … an inductive instinct: we tend to expect perceptually similar stimulations to have 

sequels that are similar to each other. This is the basis of expectation, habit formation, and 

learning. Successful expectation has always had survival value, notably as the elusion of 

predators and the capture of prey. Natural selection has accordingly favoured innate standards 

of perceptual similarity which have tended to harmonize with trends in the environment. 

Hence the success, so much better than random, of our inductions and expectations. 
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Derivatively, then, through our sharing of an ancestral gene pool, our innate standards of 

perceptual similarity harmonize also intersubjectively. (2008 [1996] p. 475) 

Quine is relying on a certain claim and on a certain procedure.  The claim is that the inductive instinct 

is innate—some see the claim as largely there in Hume—and it is important here not least because it 

speaks of a state of the nervous system that can be and has been empirically verified to exist, not just a 

speculative philosophical principle (in addition, Quine speaks in ‘On the Nature of Moral Values’ of 

an innate drive for pleasure and an innate aversion to pain; combined with the inductive instinct, this 

is the basis of simple conditioning of simple learning; ([1978] pp. 55-60).
6
  The procedure is from the 

Roots of Reference (1973 p. 4; cf. Kant Lectures pp. 12-15), where Quine explains a basic test for 

identifying ‘perceptually similar stimulations’ (subjective similarity) in a subject as follows.  Suppose 

the subject—an infant, an animal—learns, perhaps adventitiously, to get a reward by pressing  lever 

A.  Confronted with two more levers B and C, if the subject reliably presses B rather than C, then 

lever B is more similar for the subject to A than C is; likewise for C rather than B.  (This is 

distinguished from receptual  similarity: during any small interval some subset of a subject’s total set 

of sensory receptors will be firing; receptual similarity is simply the degree of overlap between two 

such ‘global’ stimulations; 1973 p. 16.)  Some similarity standards must be innate, since their 

existence are presupposed by learning.  

This then is how I see the exact relevance of the doctrine Pre-established Harmony to Davidson’s 

suggestion.  A person has a largely if not wholly inbred disposition to attend to, and sustain at least for 

a short while, those visual stimulations as are characteristically caused by such things as rabbits (by 

‘attending to a stimulation’ I mean a notion that involves short-armed salience, that the stimulation 

account for the immediate behavior narrowly so-called, such as focussing, tracking, movement of the 

eyeballs and  head, and so on).  The existence of such dispositions is vouchsafed a very general 

explanation, or at least a schema of an explanation, by natural selection, Darwin’s ‘solvent of 

metaphysics’.
7
  The exact story for how it is realised in the individual’s neurology is no doubt 

enormously complicated and we are no doubt a long way from a general explanation.  But one 

assumes that it is firmly under the ken of neurologists and psychologists armed only with ordinary 
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causal concepts.  The acquisition of linguistic habits, such as the second-order disposition to become 

disposed to assent to ‘Rabbit?’ in certain circumstances, can again be explained, in the individual 

case, in wholly non-semantic terms (where ‘assent’ is the mere making of certain sounds, e.g. ‘Yes’ or 

‘Uh-huh’ with a rising intonation, competence with which is acquired by observation of others and 

training).  The story will be somewhat different as between Linus and Lucy, but given that they do 

inhabit the same world, the appearance will be generated that they each, on the envisaged occasion, 

‘refer’ to a certain rabbit, even though all that is going on in each is that they undergo the stimulations 

which cause them to assent to ‘Rabbit?’ if asked.   

The confluence of such dispositions is what makes it possible blithely to use for ordinary purposes 

such ordinary expressions as ‘talking about’ or ‘refer to’.  Such patterns do not justify the thought, for 

Quine, that rabbits are the unique referents or satisfiers of the term ‘rabbit’ in a substantive semantics 

such as that invented by Davidson, inspired by Tarski. By the permutation argument mentioned 

above, any set of the appropriate cardinality will provide objects suitable as the extension of ‘rabbit’ 

under some materially adequate reference scheme, so long as a function can be given from one to the 

other.   And as Quine pointed out, the fact that one’s mental images and so forth seem inherently 

rabbity is not an impediment to a reinterpretation by permutation, to the application of proxy-

functions (1992a p. 34).  Such rabbity sensations or mental images are subject to the same 

indeterminacy.  To say that one’s mental images are inherently rabbity is just to display one’s 

disposition to utter a certain bunch of phonemes is a certain situation.  

Reference—thinking about, mentioning, intending,  or speaking about a thing—can seem very 

puzzling, like magic (so can understanding, grasping of propositions, thinking thoughts; How does a 

thought act?, wondered Frege in ‘Thoughts’ p. 370).  How in the world is it possible to link my mind 

with distant and unperceivable stars, with things that no longer exist or which do not exist yet, with 

things that are too small ever to be perceived, or with abstract objects?  Yet such feats of reference are 

the most hum-drum, the simplest and most ordinary mental tasks of all.   Quine’s view gladly trades 

the puzzlement for the hum-drum.  If something like his vision can be made to work, then there is 

nothing lost in Quine’s view.  For ordinary purposes, speaking of reference is perfectly all right; the 
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Quinean has no complaint on that score, no fault-finding with the common way of speaking.  Indeed 

the common way is more than all right, since it is the way to achieve our communicative ends:  of a 

situation such as that confronting Lucy we immediately acquiesce to ‘rabbit’, and not normally an 

expression for some hare-brained proxy of a rabbit, because ‘rabbit’ is the phonologically-

individuated word-type—the ‘sound’—we learned to say in that situation, or rather it is one that we 

would naturally expect. (Although there is much more to the story, what Quine calls 

‘disquotationalism’, and is often now called ‘deflationism’, adequately sums up semantical 

vocabulary in its ordinary use.)  Meanwhile, for specialized purposes of linguistic semantics, there is 

again nothing wrong with speaking of the reference of ‘rabbit’ as lo and behold rabbits, for one may 

admit that although that is not in principle uniquely correct—not uniquely correct from a larger or 

more abstract point of view—neither is it incorrect from such a point of view; doing so is just at 

bottom to stipulate one of an indefinite number of empirically adequate reference schemes as the one 

being worked with.   

4.  The Place of Naturalism. That much outlines only the rudiments of Quine’s mature view of 

objectivity.  For according to Quine, we also have to master quantifiers and the ‘apparatus of 

individuation’—tense, identity, and criteria of individuation—to be credited with reference full-

fledged, hence to be credited with ‘full objectivity’.  Also relevant to our topic is Quine’s account of 

the basics of the learning of observation sentences, the sketch of how mastery arises of theoretical 

sentences, and the corrigibility of all science including observation sentences.  But let us set all that 

aside as those parts of the story are relatively well-known. (see Hylton 2007 Chapters 5-6).  We can 

see what is most fundamentally  involved in the everyday fact that Linus and Lucy speak of the same 

rabbit.  An explanation of it does not, strange as it might seem, employ concepts of semantics or 

logic, but partakes of simple physics, psychoacoustics, phonology, physiology and in particular 

neurology (and further linguistics according to Quine).  What ought to strike us is how unstriking it is, 

nothing flashy, nothing of particular interest to the transcendental metaphysician or the deep thinking 

hermeneuticist.  Objectivity is presupposed in the diverse entities and processes brought into play, in 
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the various features of the objective environment that go together to form this complex if ultimately 

pedestrian state of affairs.    

Unlike Kant’s basic philosophical position, which takes our relation to the natural world as standing 

in need of elucidation, indeed as calling for a distinctive, transcendental  philosophical bridge to bring 

the two into harmony, Quine’s basic philosophical position as what he calls his Naturalism.  

According to it, there is no transcendental perspective on the world, no higher perspective on science 

than science itself, no greater perspective on the world than being-in-the-world—hence, in particular, 

that it is a confusion to think that genuine work needs doing to find out whether objectivity is 

humanly attainable, or to make sure that it is humanly attainable.  It is not easy to articulate how it is 

attained—Quine’s struggles over the definition of observation sentence is one dimension of the 

difficulty—but, except perhaps for once or twice—Quine did not seriously  question whether we do 

achieve objectivity.
8
  What we can do is to examine simple cases of it, and to provide a description of 

it which dovetails with the various sciences involved (and to pinpoint instructive examples of good 

and bad science, such as chemistry versus telepathy).  That is the point of the Linus and Lucy story.  

Science and Epistemology exhibit for Quine a relation of ‘reciprocal containment’.  In a noted 

passage from ‘Epistemology Naturalized’, Quine summarizes:  

The old epistemology aspired to contain, in a sense, natural science; it would construct it 

somehow from sense data. Epistemology in its new setting, conversely, is contained in natural 

science, as a chapter of psychology. But the old containment remains valid too, in its way. We 

are studying how the human subject of our study posits bodies and projects his physics from 

his data, and we appreciate that our position in the world is just like his. Our very 

epistemological enterprise, therefore, and the psychology wherein it is a component chapter, 

and the whole of natural science wherein psychology is a component book-all this is our own 

construction or projection from stimulations like those we were meting out to our 

epistemological subject. There is thus reciprocal containment, though containment in different 

senses : epistemology in natural science and natural science in epistemology. ([1969b] p. 83) 
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A Quinean naturalist urges that if the epistemologist fails to explain the possibility of objective 

science, then we should not normally conclude that science is not what it is cracked up to be.  We 

should conclude rather that the epistemologist should go back to the drawing-board.  

This marks a fundamental difference from Carnap’s approach in the Aufbau.  The system of the 

Aufbau purports to show that ordinary empirical objects—the rabbit for example—can be 

‘constructed’ in the following way.  The relation R of ‘remembered similarity’ serves to build up 

experiences into a realm of subjective or ‘psychological’ objects, or ‘perceptual things’ as he calls 

them.  Linus ‘speaks of the same objects’ as Lucy just in case he can individuate, relative to some 

mapping of his ‘constructional system’ of his subjective objects onto hers, structurally isomorphic 

objects relative to that mapping. So the common rabbit, the objective rabbit, is an equivalence class of 

such intersubjectively corresponding objects (indeed ‘each scientific statement can in principle be so 

transformed that it is nothing but a structural statement ‘, says Carnap, §16; since he thought at the 

time that R could itself be construed in terms of structure).  This is supposed to capture what it is for 

Linus to speak objectively of the rabbit without venturing outside the means available in principle to 

Linus himself; the notion of an objective rabbit is an immanent notion.  Experiences are taken ‘as 

given’—with no assumptions made about their context or what they imply or stand for—and the 

objective rabbit is held to be constructed out of them.  The rabbit so to speak is the outcome of the 

procedure described.  The subjective stream—the ‘autopsychological realm’—is (from this point of 

view) real irrespective of whether it issues in objectivity.   

For Quine this simply doesn’t make sense.  Aside from the intrinsic problems in Aufbau scheme—

some which Carnap recognised, and others it was for Quine to draw attention to in 'Two Dogmas' and 

elsewhere—the starting point for Quine, in his mature philosophy, is that in which the  ‘familiar desk 

[or the pet rabbit] manifests its presence by resisting my pressures and by deflecting light to my eyes’.  

It begins with the third-person point of view, not from a first-person point of view. Again, Quine 

regards as futile the old philosophical task of showing that objectivity does not actually go beyond the 

closet of my subjectivity.  Carnap is not doing ‘first philosophy’, or trying to justify the claims of 
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science, but nevertheless strives to include in the initial description of the knowing subject only facts 

which plausibly are available within the autopsychological realm, within the first-person standpoint.    

I close with a more esoteric or abstract concern.  

It is sometimes suggested that since in later years, on the strength of his arguments for the 

inscrutability of reference, Quine espoused a version of structuralism, not only does his position end 

up as a version of Carnap’s position of the Aufbau—what is objective is what is structural—he has 

taken the ‘object’ out of ‘objective’, and has left us with objectivity only in a watered-down sense.  

Quine responds to this worry by saying ‘naturalism is what saves the situation’ (Quine 1992b p. 405).  

He holds that ontological relativity appears to undermine the objectivity of knowledge only when his 

naturalism, according to which the objects of physics and so on are the basic objects also of 

philosophy, is forgotten.  Rabbits are not structural entities but furry ones (indeed in a clear sense all 

proxies of rabbits have the ‘same properties’ as the ordinary rabbit, since the point of the argument for 

inscrutability of reference is that all sentences retain their original truth-values under a proxy-

reinterpretation).  Objectivity, in the sense of our living in a world described by physics which is as 

real as can be, is presupposed.  Given those objects and their properties, we can as philosophers 

proceed to find out that other accounts having the same evidential support as our own are conceivable.  

Things being as they are, however, we acquiesce in our home theory, that colossal linguistic entity, 

both commonplace and rarefied; sticks and quarks remain fixed as the values of our variables of 

quantification.   

How satisfactory is this?  Near the end of his Kant Lectures, on the tail of a discussion of ontological 

relativity and structuralism, Quine writes:  

Here at nearly the end of my Immanuel Kant Lectures there is a grim fitness in having run up 

against his Ding an sich; for this has the look of it. But it is not a towering, awesome, 

inscrutable reality, shrouded in swirling mists. It is only an equilibrium of empty symmetries, 

a deadlock of distinctions without a difference. The Ding an sich has feet of clay. (p. 9/4) 
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I think that by the Ding an sich having feet of clay Quine means that he can find no place for it, not 

just that it now appears distinctly less formidable, as deflated.  He holds that owing to ontological 

relativity, reality is variously describable.  But the apparently diverse descriptions amount only to 

‘empty symmetries’, to ‘distinctions without a difference’.  He is not saying that something lies 

beyond that reality, that past the empirical world described by science is the transcendent, the 

absolutely objective reality of noumena, of things-in-themselves.   

The real trouble, if there is one, is with that difficult old uncle: the underdetermination of theory.  

Early and late he accepts, if grudgingly, that in principle our theory could be replaced by another, 

structurally dissimilar theory, which nevertheless has precisely the same empirical support as the 

actual theory. If theory T1 and theory T2 are empirically equivalent but structurally dissimilar, then 

still it seems inevitable that they must describe the self-same world, which is not itself intrinsically as 

T1 or T2 describes it to the exclusion of the other. Is this therefore the noumenal world? And is it not 

to posit a faculty of free creativity to take the place of the Kantian categories and a priori intuition?  

See my exchange with Adrian Moore for more.
9,
 
10
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1
 The question has been examined before by Peter Hylton (2013). His discussion is superb, but his 

angles differ—his discussion of Carnap goes further than what I have attempted here, and his topic of 

logic versus psychology is also absent here.  Instead, I emphasize the situation of science—physics 

and mathematics, primarily—that was the principal motivation for Logical Empiricism and, I suggest, 

for Quine.  I then closely examine the central role of Pre-Established Harmony in Quine’s system, and 

close by addressing a couple of worries.  

 

2 Actual proofs of their consistency came somewhat later.  Carl Friedrich Gauss (1777-1855), is 

known to have made the same discovery (‘Hyperbolic Geometry’) somewhat earlier, but he did not 

publicise the result. Elliptic geometry was advanced by Bernard Riemann (1826-1866). 
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3
 You could say that where Kant has transcendental logic, Carnap has mere logic, and Quine has 

psychology; see Hylton 2013 for more on this theme. 

 

4
 Andrew Lugg says that this was also Russell’s stance. I have downplayed comparisons with Russell 

not because they are not interesting or relevant—far from it—but because Russell’s views changed so 

often (a sign of intellectual honesty, Lugg points out). I haven’t the space necessary to do them 

anything like justice.  

 

5
 The argument by ‘proxy-functions’ is that for any one-to-one function f which is not identity, then 

for any sentence ‘Fa’, ‘The f of a is the f of an F’ will have the same truth-value; similarly for two-

place predicates etc.  Sentence-connectives and quantifiers are unaffected. 

 

6
 In the Kant Lectures Quine elaborates: ‘These soon reach a point where the term ‘similarity’ 

becomes incongruous. For the dog that has learned to salivate at the sound of the dinner bell, the 

sound has come to induce the same response that might be induced by the smell of meat; but it would 

be queer to call the sound and the smell similar. Let us use Roger Shepard’s more neutral word: 

proximity. When we come to recognize someone’s voice, his voice becomes proximate to the sight of 

his face. The ground of stimulus generalization is proximity, not just subjective similarity. Proximate 

perceptual events are ones that are similar in respect of the responses elicited.’ (p. 13/1)  

 

7
 In the Kant Lectures—in 1980—Quine was right at the verge of the doctrine of Pre-established 

harmony. He writes: ‘We noted earlier that mental terms publicly learned come to apply to private 

cases by extrapolation along similarity lines. The continued application of terms to publicly accessible 

cases proceeds in the same way, but these cases are happily open to continuing check. The widespread 

success of such checks testifies to a general intersubjective harmony in standards of perceptual 

proximity: people generally come out alike in extrapolating their terms from one checkpoint to 
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another.’ (p. 15/1) But he does not mention Darwin or any possible explanation.  He does have a 

Kant-like thought: ‘It is a pre-established harmony without which the learning of words would be 

impossible.’(ibid.)  But he runs off the rails slightly in appealing if conditionally to neurological 

similarity, which both earlier and later he thought was a mistake: ‘If similarity or proximity of 

perceptual events is neural similarity, then this preestablished intersubjective harmony of standards is 

a matter of  anatomical similarity in the main, and stands to reason. Community of training in a shared 

environment has also of course contributed.’(ibid)  

 

8
 See Quine [2006] pp. 476-7; also in an unpublished letter to Davidson Quine worries whether his 

own philosophy can be called ‘Empiricist’ (MS Am 2587) rather than something like, one gathers, 

‘Idealist’.  

 

9
 Moore (2015) thinks this represents a serious weakness in Quine’s naturalism;  my reply (2015a) 

hesitates but in (2015b) I side more firmly with Quine. 

   

10
 Work on this paper was supported by the Visiting Professorship provided by the Philosophical 

Faculty of the University of Hradec Králové in Summer Term 2018. For comments I thank Peter 

Hylton, Andrew Lugg, Jaroslav Peregrin and Robert Sinclair.  
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