
Week 07_02_March 12, 2020 
Philosophy of Science  
 
 
Coming up: 
All sessions will meet on blackboard during regular hours, 9:25-10:40 am. 
If you are not going to have access to a digital device to log in during the scheduled 
time please let me know--all sessions will also be posted online.  
 
Week 08_01 _March 17_No class (as per CUNY announcement) 
 
Week 08 _02 _ March 19 _Lecture Holism [Con’t on Two Dogmas of Empiricism, 
Commentary: Quine’s Attack on the Two Dogmas] 
 
Week 09_01_March 24_ Petter Lipton _Induction [See the textbook] Assignment 
Posted.  
 
Week 09_02 _March 26_  Karl Popper_ The Problem of Induction [See the 
textbook] 
 
Week 10_01_March 31_ Assignment is due _Wesley C. Salmon_Rational Prediction 
[See the textbook] 
Week 10_02_April 2_Carl G. Hemple_Criteria of Confirmation and Acceptability 
(see the textbook] [EXAM will be posted on Online, it will be due April 7th] 
 
Spring Break  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



March 12, 2020 
 
Quine: argued that empiricists had been committed to a badly simplistic view of 
testing.  He argued that Logical positivism must be replaced with a holistic version of 
empiricism.  
 
“No scientific assumption is testable in complete isolation. Only whole complexes of 
inter-related hypotheses can be put to the test.” 
 
The holism about testing is often called “the Duhem-Quine thesis”   
 
● Quine’s version of holism that he defends is found in the essay “Two Dogmas 

of Empiricism.”  
● He argues that there is no distinction between analytic and synthetic 

statements.  
● He argued that no statement is immune to revision.  
● Quine argued that there is no way to make scientific sense of a sharp 

analytic-synthetic distinction. 
He connected the latter to his theory of holism. For him, all ideas and hypotheses 
form a single ‘web of belief’ which has contact with experience only as whole. 
 
 
Two dogmas of Empiricism 
● In the article, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” (1951), Quine attempts to show 

that the analytic-synthetic distinction and reductionism (the fact that every 
meaningful statement can be reduced to a construct of immediate experience), 
is each a  dogma of empiricism.  

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
A reminder of the analytic-synthetic distinction 
 

nalytic truths, we said, are true by definition. Their truth is guaranteed by the 
meaning of the words used to state them. 

 
Examples:  
All triangles have three sides. 
Bachelors are unmarried men. 
 
The truth of these statements falls out of the meaning of the words they 

contain such as triangles, and bachelors.  The meaning of these words will suffice to 
ensure that the statements are true.  

 
Synthetic truths are truths which are not analytic. Their truth depends not 

only on the meaning of the words, but also on the actual facts (on empirical 
knowledge) 

Examples:  
New York is east of California. 
The sun will rise tomorrow.  

 
 
Question: Why is the distinction essential? 
  One answer is that scientists, but also thinkers who regard themselves as 
empiricists (those who believed that all knowledge is derived from experience), regard 
all knowledge of the world to be a posteriori (from experience), and that claim stands 
in tension with the claim that logic and mathematical truths appear to be true a priori 
(solely based on reason, prior to experience) and necessary (not contingent). How can 
one account for this tension?  

 
 
 
 



 
Traditionally there have been three approaches to this problem.  
  

I. John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) who maintained that the truths of logic and 
mathematics have empirical content and are therefore not necessary (meaning 
they are not absolutely true).    Mill’s approach has been deemed brave but 
highly implausible.  

 
II. Rudolf Carnap (1891-1970) [remember he was one of the founder of the 

Vienna Circle, the Logical positivists] , argued that the truths of logic and 
mathematics lack empirical content and are necessary [they are not contingent 
and are absolutely true, not because of experience or observation, but purely 
based on reason.] Namely, the mathematical and logical statements are true (or 
false) solely in virtue of their meanings. They are tautologies.  Quine 
conjectures that,  
Carnap’s tenacity to analyticity was due largely to his philosophy of mathematics. One 

problem for him was the lack of empirical content: how could an empiricist accept mathematics as 
meaningful. Another problem was the necessity of mathematical truth. Analyticity was his answer to 
both. (TDR 269) 
 
III. Quine’s approach:  
I answer both [problems] with my moderate holism. Take the first problem: lack of content. Insofar 
as mathematics gets applied in natural sciences, I see it as sharing empirical content” (TDR 269).  

 
However, it should be noted that Quine eventually came to share Carnap’s view 

that mathematics lacks content: 
 
 [Roger] Gibson has found, to my chagrin but gratitude, a disagreement between my 

consecutive little books Pursuit of Truth [1990] and From Stimulus to Science [1995] regarding 
empirical content of mathematics. I rest with the later position, namely, that mathematics lacks 
empirical content. The point is that no set of mathematical truths implies any synthetic observation 
categoricals. (RGQ 685) 
 



 
Two Dogmas of Empiricism/He tackles the following mistaken [according to him] 
assumptions: 

1. The analytic/synthetic distinction 
2. Reductionism: every meaningful statement can be reduced to a construct of 

immediate experience. 
 

Each of the two dogmas is not true. His aim is to show that metaphysics is 
continuous with science.   
 
The argument against the first Dogma 
● He argues against the position that Carnap, Hume, Kant, The Logical 

Positivists as a whole take--also  and most of those we read this semester 
accepted something like the analytic/synthetic distinction. The distinction is 
supposed to be captured by saying that analytic statements are true in virtue of 
the meanings of their constituent words alone, while synthetic statements are 
not--they require a contribution from ‘the world’  

 
 
The statement ‘Brutus killed Caesar’ would be false if the world had been different 
in certain ways, but it would also be false if the word ‘killed’ happened rather have a 
sense of ‘begat.’  
 
Those who uphold the analytic/synthetic distinction take the analytic truths to be the 
special cases in which the world’s contribution is null. This seems like a possibility. 
 
Two alleged cases of analytic truths: 

1. The logical truths. 
No unmarried man is married. 

2. The synonym truths (label of someone else) 
No bachelor is married. 

 
 



 
Carnap’s apparatus of state-descriptions cannot account for analyticity.  
Quine attacks the second class. Synonymy needs to be accounted for just as much 
as analyticity. What accounts of synonymy can be offered? 
 
Candidate 1: Definition 
‘Bachelor’ for example, is defined as ‘unmarried man. That is why they are 
synonymous. 
 
But dictionaries do not make words synonyms, they report synonymy. 
We can distinguish three sorts of definitions: 

a) Definition proper; a direct reporting of prior usage. 
b) explication; a definition which respects, but improves on (by clarification) prior 

usage, and 
c) Stipulation; novel definition (i.e. definition that does not correspond to any 

prior usage). 
 
Quine notes that only definitions of sort c) do not already assume “prior relations of 
synonymy” so we have to find a different account of synonymy. “ In the formal and 
informal work alike, thus, we find that definition--except in the extreme case of the 
explicitly conventional introduction of new notations--hinges on prior relations of 
synonymy.  Recognizing that the notion of definition does not hold the key to 
synonymy and analyticity… (285) 
 
Candidate 2: Interchangeability / salva veritate 
 
Words are synonymous if we can substitute between them in all contexts without 
every changing the truth of the statement in which they appear. 
 
Complication over’wordhood’ and the use/mention distinction. 
 



Is such interchangeability sufficient for synonymy, though? Let’s be clear that we are 
talking about cognitive synonymy (as opposed to, say, sameness of poetic 
connotation) 
Whether such interchangeability is sufficient for synonymy depends on the richness of 
the language. Quine considers two types of languages; extensional and intentional 
language.  
 

Now a language of this type is extensional, in this sense; any two predicates 
which agree extensionally (that is, are true of the same objects) are 
interchangeable salva veritate. 

 
In extensional languages, predicates can be accidentally interchangeable--eg. Creatre 
with heart and creature with kidney, surely those are not synonymous. 
 
Interchangeability salva veritate is sufficient for synonymy, however, in languages with 
intensional adverbs like ‘necessarily’ but “such a language is intelligible only in so far 
as the notion of analyticity is already understood in advance.” 
 
 
Quine concludes that we cannot explain analyticity in terms of synonymy.  
 
 
 
 


