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1. Introduction

In C. I. Lewis’ Mind and the World-Order (1929), MWO for short, he argues
that our system of beliefs is formed from the combination of the given
in sensory experience and our conceptual repertoire. He considers
our conceptual repertoire as a human-made tool for connecting and
anticipating experiences, which is evaluated by pragmatic criteria. W. V.
Quine, who started graduate school at Harvard University in 1930, who
took a class on Kant and a Theory of Knowledge class with Lewis during
the 1930-1931 academic year, and who then became Lewis’ colleague,
eventually went on to argue for his own versions of these ideas, most
famously in “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” (Quine 1951), TDE for short.
He departs from Lewis by rejecting the idea that some parts of this tool
are analytic truths laid down by the human mind, and by proposing
to naturalize epistemology by using our current scientific theories to
explain how we acquire our beliefs rather than engaging in a priori
analysis of what makes our beliefs possible, as Lewis proposed.

The similarities between Quine and Lewis are clear. In his book
Quine, Conceptual Pragmatism, and the Analytic-Synthetic Distinction (Sin-
clair 2022), Robert Sinclair does not just rest on surface similarities:
he dives beneath the surface. He charts Quine’s early philosophical
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development almost every step of the way through graduate school
until TDE and many steps after, using an impressive array of published
works, unpublished sources, and secondary literature.

Let me first briefly summarize Sinclair’s book. After introducing
Lewis’ views from MWO in Chapter 1, Sinclair in Chapter 2 shares
passages from Quine’s graduate school papers from 1931 in his classes
with Lewis, as well as a paper written for a course with Alfred North
Whitehead, in which Quine grapples with the relationship between the
given and the content of our experience and the relationship between
experience and our empirical theories. In his 1936 “Truth by Convention,”
TBC for short, Quine criticizes the notion of truth by convention as a
source of logical truth; Sinclair in Chapter 3 reads him as taking aim
at Lewis’ idea that analytic truth is truth by convention. Sinclair in
Chapters 4 and 5 argues that the seeds of the development of Quine’s
epistemological views from the 1940s to 1952—discussed in further
detail below—are contained in Quine’s graduate school papers. Sinclair
also argues Quine’s methodological naturalism stems in part from Lewis’
rejection of “an Archimedean point for the philosopher” (MWO, 23), and
he sees Quine’s development of his epistemology as more consistently
working out Lewis’ anti-Archimedean methodology. He goes on to
explain how Lewis’ Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation (1946), AKV for
short, can be seen as a main target of TDE. This occurs especially in
Section 5 of TDE on reductionism that Sinclair reads as fundamental
to Quine’s overall argument in TDE. He concludes in Chapter 6 by
explaining a telling analogy between Lewis’ triad in AKV of expressive
statements connected to the given, terminating statements, and non-
terminating statements and Quine’s triad in his naturalized epistemology
of observation sentences connected to sensory stimulation, observation
categoricals, and theories.

Although he does not put it this way, Sinclair’s goal is to defend
what we might call the Lewis-as-lens hypothesis and suggest the Lewis-as-
influence hypothesis. On the Lewis-as-lens hypothesis, Lewis’ philosoph-
ical commitments are a lens through which we can fruitfully examine
the development of Quine’s philosophy. On the Lewis-as-influence
hypothesis, Quine’s philosophical development throughout his career
is influenced by Lewis. Lewis-as-lens is an interpretive strategy for
understanding and illuminating Quine’s texts, while Lewis-as-influence
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is a causal hypothesis about the development of Quine’s states of mind.
If Lewis-as-influence is true, so is Lewis-as-lens, except insofar as Quine
is influenced by Lewis but is significantly wrong about what Lewis
thought—Lewis-as-lens in this case would be true, but only if we take
the lens to be smudged by the errors. Lewis-as-lens, conversely, provides
at least some evidence for Lewis-as-influence. And the strength of the
claim Lewis-as-influence makes varies with the degree of the strength
of influence it asserts. I see Sinclair as arguing for Lewis-as-lens, and
then using it along with some telling similarities in Quine’s published
and unpublished works to suggest Lewis-as-influence, to a significant
degree.

Sinclair notes that we should not deny the great intellectual debt
Quine owed to Rudolf Carnap. So, the truth of Lewis-as-lens and Lewis-
as-influence must make room for Carnap’s having influence or being
a lens with which to view Quine’s work. Sinclair would agree that
Carnap was a significant influence on Quine’s conception of how to do
philosophy: upon encountering Carnap’s work, Quine viewed Carnap
as providing a better version of the philosophical ideas and frameworks
with which he was already familiar.1 Sinclair challenges the idea that
Carnap is the sole influence on Quine’s development, or that we must
view Quine simply as reacting to Carnap.

He is right to do so. What I want to do in this critical notice is to
look at a third possible influence on Quine: Bertrand Russell. Restricted
to the case of the epistemology of empirical knowledge, I will defend
Russell-as-lens and suggest Russell-as-influence, noting also the key
role of Carnap that Sinclair also acknowledges.2 As I will discuss below,
the Russellian lens I use may be smudged with Quine’s errors about
Russell, which may come from a conception of philosophy Quine gets
from Carnap—so, perhaps the hypotheses I put forward are better
called Russell-and-Carnap-as-lens and Russell-and-Carnap-as-influence.
I then review Lewis’ views in MWO and Sinclair’s reading in more
detail, and I give reason to think the hypotheses I put forward are
somewhat better than Sinclair’s. I close by briefly sketching how these

1Quine states Carnap’s effect on him in Quine (1970). See Verhaegh (2023a) and
Verhaegh (2023b) for unpublished evidence of this and Sinclair (2022, xvi) and Sinclair
(2023) for Sinclair’s acknowledgment of the influence.

2See Ebbs (2017b) for a reading of Quine’s epistemology as growing out of engagement
with Carnap.
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hypotheses bear on Sinclair’s reading of the development of Quine’s
views on analyticity.

2. Russell, Carnap, and Quine

Quine’s early work is in logic. His undergraduate thesis at Oberlin
College and his dissertation at Harvard, written two years after he
started graduate school there, involve close study and modification of
Alfred North Whitehead and Russell’s Principia Mathematica (1925). It
is not until the early 1940s that Quine’s work begins to turn toward
epistemological questions about empirical knowledge. So, it is plausible
that the two courses Quine takes with Lewis were influential on his
conception of the epistemology of empirical knowledge.

But about two years before Quine starts graduate school, he is exposed
to Russell’s work on the epistemology of empirical knowledge. In his
intellectual autobiography (Quine 1986), Quine reports learning about
Russell’s mathematical philosophy at Oberlin, which influences Quine to
major in mathematics with honors reading in mathematical philosophy.
He then describes reading Russell’s work in 1928, the summer before
his junior year:

Having thus decided that Russell was going to be important for me, I
turned to him for leisure reading. Marriage and Morals disposed me kindly
to my new master. I read Skeptical Essays, Philosophy, Our Knowledge of
the External World, A. B. C. of Relativity, and Introduction to Mathematical
Philosophy. It was these books, and not my two survey courses in
philosophy, that further whetted my appetite for cosmic understanding.
I expounded my new lore interminably to my roommate, Clarence
Loesch, when, stealing rides on freight trains and hitch-hiking, we
crossed the continent in the summer of 1928. (Quine 1986, 7)

Quine aims to convey that his reception of Russell’s philosophical work
was youthful, if not callow. But if we take a look at Our Knowledge of
the External World (Russell 1914), OKEW for short, we will find a way of
illuminating Quine’s philosophical development.

In OKEW, Russell advertises his preferred scientific method for
philosophy in which logic has pride of place. He seeks to apply this
method to the problem of our knowledge of the external world. He
argues for a rough distinction between hard data and soft data. Hard
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data are those data that “resist the solvent influence of critical reflection,”
(Russell 1914, 70) whereas soft data are “those which, under the operation
of this process, become to our minds more or less doubtful” (Ibid.). Hard
data include “the facts of sense (i.e. of our own sense-data) and the laws
of logic” (72). The problem of our knowledge of the external world is
this: “Can the existence of anything other than our own hard data be
inferred from the existence of those data?” (73). Later he states it as
the problem of finding “the grounds for believing in the existence of
anything outside my private world” (93).

As Russell makes clear in his Preface (1914, vi) and the next chapter,
‘inference’ here means logical construction: providing definitions of ob-
jects in the physical world using the materials of logic; primarily, classes.
Given such constructions succeed, a material thing is “a mere logical
construction” (89). Later he calls the common-sense belief in permanent
rigid bodies “audacious metaphysical theorizing” (102). Inferring the
“world of physics” from the “world of sense” without logically construct-
ing the former from the latter would presuppose “a priori beliefs” (105).
If we can “state the laws according to which” the colors of a physical
object present themselves, “we can state all that is empirically verifiable;
the assumption that there is a constant entity . . . which “has” these
various colours at various times, is a piece of gratuitous metaphysics”
(106–7). He later says that the “question is thus forced on us: Is the
inference from sense to physics a valid one?” (140). Russell says he
believes “the answer to be in the affirmative,” and if his project could
be carried out, “all the propositions of physics can be translated, by a
sort of dictionary, into propositions about the kinds of objects which are
given in sensation” (140–41).

By what standards do we assess the success or failure of this work?
Russell says:

While admitting that doubt is possible with regard to all our common
knowledge, we must nevertheless accept that knowledge in the main if
philosophy is to be possible at all. There is not any superfine brand of
knowledge, obtainable by philosophy, which can give us a standpoint
from which to criticise the whole of the knowledge of daily life. The
most that can be done is to examine and purify our common knowledge
by an internal scrutiny, assuming the canons by which it has been
obtained, and applying them with more care and with more precision.
. . . [Philosophy’s] criticism of details will only be based upon their
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relation to other details, not upon some external criterion which can be
applied to all the details equally. (Russell 1914, 66–67)3

The goal of the philosopher is to “examine and purify” common knowl-
edge, and “apply” the “canons” used to acquire common knowledge
with “more care and more precision,” and engage in “internal scrutiny”
and “criticism.” This is reminiscent of Quine’s later articulation of his
naturalism, on which the philosopher “begins his reasoning within
the inherited world theory as a going concern” and “tries to improve,
clarify, and understand the system from within” (1981a, 72). Thus, I
propose Russell’s epistemology of empirical knowledge—or Russell’s
epistemology as Quine may have seen it—is based on the idea that we
improve and clarify our empirical knowledge, and his hypothesis is that
we can do so by somehow basing that knowledge on sense data. Clarity
comes from removing obscurities: avoiding “gratuitous metaphysics”
and a priori assumptions about the physical world. Improvement comes
from this clarity, and also from our showing that the inference from
sense data to physics is “a valid one.”

Let us take a look now at Quine’s epistemology in the 1940s. Much of
our knowledge of his epistemology is based on archival material quoted
by Sander Verhaegh (2018) and provided in Greg Frost-Arnold (2013).
Verhaegh documents Quine’s notes and outlines for a book project in the
early-to-mid 1940s, called Sign and Object, and Frost-Arnold provides
Carnap’s notes on talks and conversations with Quine and others when
Carnap and Tarski visited Harvard in 1940 and 1941. (Russell 1940 also
visits and gives lectures that go on to be his An Inquiry into Meaning and
Truth.) Sinclair also notes and cites some of this material in building his
interpretation.

In his 1941 outline of the first chapter, Quine says: “Starting at
the middle: an ontology that may want supplementation or diminu-
tion” (Verhaegh 2018, 44). Consider these notes from 1944 and their
parenthetical mention of Russell:

The Idealist would take the perceptions etc. rather as the basic reality,
and derive things as constructions, logical constructs [Russell]. The study
of how to make these constructions is Epistemology. And things are

3Quine quotes most of this passage in Quine (1981b, 85), saying that it is a precursor to
his methodological naturalism.
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composed not of atoms but of perceptions, sense qualia, etc. (Verhaegh
2018, 94)

At a December 1940 talk at Harvard with Carnap and Tarski present,
Quine says:

I do not demand that classes or other objects which are not things should
be eliminated; perhaps they are necessary for science. In each case, if
we do reduce, it is in order to reduce the obscure to the clearer; but
then there is no reason to maintain the existence of the things; one
would like to reduce electrons to larger things, and perhaps all things to
phenomena. But the way is not clear: greater clarity, or epistemological
plurality. (Frost-Arnold 2013, 149)

The suggestion is that a reduction of physical objects to bodies and then
perhaps to phenomena achieves greater clarity. Quine in the lecture
leans toward epistemological plurality. He also does so in his 1948 “On
What There Is,” urging “tolerance and an experimental spirit” (1948, 19)
in examining ontological schemes, noting how different schemes have
different advantages. In the 1940 lecture, he conjectures that eliminative
definition of all empirical science in terms of phenomena is not possible:

I conjecture that C. is right: there is only piecewise clarification, not a
complete, definitional elimination. This clarification appeared through
investigation of the relations of confirmation between sentences at some
remove and those of a more immediate kind. (Frost-Arnold 2013, 149)

As his later published works attest, Quine thinks Carnap in his Aufbau
(1928) at least attempted to give a “complete, definitional elimination,”
although Carnap in that work acknowledged he had not fully achieved
that goal. (Carnap said he was inspired by OKEW in writing the Aufbau:
see Pincock 2007 for various pieces of evidence for this.) Quine suggests
that this attempt fails, and instead Carnap’s more liberal reductions of
theory to observation sketched in Logical Syntax of Language (Carnap
1934) and which Carnap explained in detail in his two-part “Testability
and Meaning” Carnap (1937), TM for short, leave us with “piecewise
clarification”: no total reduction to sense data or some physicalistic
statements about what we observe, but relations of confirmation or
one-way implication between some theoretical statements and some
observation statements.

Even so, Quine prefers something about doing epistemology with
sense data. In June 1941, Carnap notes: “We have not agreed among
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ourselves whether it is better to begin with thing-predicates or sense-
data-predicates. For the first: I and Tarski; Hempel follows Popper. For
the second: Goodman and Quine” Frost-Arnold (2013, 189–90). And, as
he says later in 1948, the advantage of the “phenomenalistic scheme” is
that it “claims epistemological priority” (Quine 1948, 19). (Note: Quine
does not commit to a particular theory of sense data or phenomena.)

I propose Quine is attracted to the idea that our knowledge of the
external world is based on sense data because of its promise to improve
and clarify our conceptual scheme: removing obscurities from it, if not
justifying and validating it outright. But Quine at this point has not
sorted out how epistemology framed in terms of sense data improves
and clarifies. Does Quine, like Russell, want to show the “inference”
from sense to physics is “a valid one”? Or does he have a clarificatory
project in mind; if so, in what sense does it clarify?

Quine sorts things out in later work, mainly in “Epistemology Natural-
ized” (Quine 1969), EN for short. There we can see Quine distinguishing
the variety of epistemological projects one could pursue inspired by the
work of Russell and Carnap. I will explain EN’s argument and then
use it to explain Quine’s epistemological development from the 1940s
onward.

Quine in EN distinguishes between conceptual and doctrinal episte-
mology. Conceptual epistemology about a given domain is about the
meaning of terms or sentences in that domain, and its aim is clarification
of that meaning, ideally by defining concepts in terms of clear ones.
Doctrinal epistemology is about “proving” (Ibid.) or “justifying” (71)
truths on the basis of others in that domain. Quine describes some
epistemological projects here which involve conceptual and doctrinal
epistemology, applied to our empirical knowledge. First is the most
ambitious project, which has three parts:

(Eliminate) Eliminatively defining terms for bodies using terms about
sense data, terms of logic, and terms of set theory.
(Justify) Justifying our beliefs about bodies using only beliefs about sense
data and beliefs in logic and set theory.
(Deduce) Showing beliefs about bodies to be certain, or as certain as
beliefs about sense data, logic, and set theory, by deducing them from
only beliefs about sense data and beliefs in logic and set theory.

(Eliminate) is in the subdiscipline of conceptual epistemology, while
(Justify) and (Deduce) are in doctrinal epistemology. One can understand
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(Justify) as a consequence of (Deduce)—it is important for later that I
separate them. Quine argues this three-pronged project fails because
(Deduce) fails. As he takes Hume to have shown, inductive and not
deductive inference from premises about sense data is required, and
inductive inference does not preserve the degree of certainty of the
premises.

Quine then discusses the project of (Eliminate) taken alone, inde-
pendent of (Justify) and (Deduce). He thinks (Eliminate) is of great
interest: it would be “a great epistemological achievement, for it would
show all the rest of the concepts of science to be theoretically superflu-
ous. It would legitimize them, to whatever degree the concepts of set
theory, logic, and observation are themselves legitimate, by showing
that everything done with the one apparatus could in principle be done
with the other” (76). Improvement and clarity are achieved because we
understand the basic elements of theories, and hence its basic ontology
and ideology (for Quine 1953, 231, a theory’s ideology is its primitive
predicates). We also gain what we might call systemic clarity. In the
analogous case of eliminative definition of mathematical terms using set-
theoretic and logical terms, he claims that “interrelations that emerge”
are what “enhance the clarity” of mathematics (70).

But Quine thinks (Eliminate) fails. Carnap’s Aufbau project fails to
provide the necessary eliminative definitions; more generally, as argued
in TDE, reductionism is unlikely to work given holism, which indicates
that any attempt to define eliminatively a single term or sentence in
terms of its bearing on experience will fail.

Quine then mentions another project:

(Partially Reduce) Show how scientific theories are related by links of
implication or confirmation to sentences about sense data or observable
phenomena, links which do not eliminatively define theoretical terms in
terms of sense data.

This is the project of Carnap’s TM. Quine does not find this project
illuminating:

If all we hope for is a reconstruction that links science to experience in
explicit ways short of translation, then it would seem more sensible to
settle for psychology. Better to discover how science is in fact developed
and learned than to fabricate a fictitious structure to a similar effect. (78)
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He assumes, as Carnap does, that systems for partial reduction to
experience are not implicit in science: we offer them as “proposals” to
clarify and improve it. In this way, they are fictitious: not a part of how
science is actually done when proposed. But given their fictitious nature,
and given they provide at best “piecewise clarification” as he put it in
1940, he thinks the clarificatory aims of conceptual epistemology are
better served by naturalized epistemology, (Naturalize) for short:

(Naturalize) Reconstruct the actual relations between sensory experience
and our theories using those very theories.

Thus, there are two possible sources of clarity here. The one promised by
(Eliminate) makes the content of our beliefs clearer: it clarifies the ontology
and ideology of a theory. It would show that an ontology of bodies is
“theoretically superfluous”: gratuitous from a scientific point of view.
(Naturalize) seeks clarification of the genesis of our beliefs. It clarifies
how we arrive at the theories we have based on our sensory stimulations
and our dispositions to assent to sentences.

Now let us return to the development of Quine’s views. We saw
Quine tentatively reject (Eliminate) in his 1940 talk. He decisively rejects
it in 1951’s TDE: reductionism is incompatible with scientific holism. A
negative comment about confirmation theory in TDE Quine (1951, 41–42)
suggests also his opposition to (Partially Reduce), as he would construe
work on confirmation theory at that time (including Carnap 1950) as
proposals aiming to improve and clarify the relation between theory
and experience. Is anything left of the epistemology I am suggesting
Quine gets from Russell, abetted by Carnap?

The first project Quine mentioned in EN was the conjunction of three
projects: (Deduce), (Justify), and (Eliminate). Quine rejects (Deduce)
and (Eliminate). But what about (Justify) taken alone?

(Justify) Justifying our beliefs about bodies using only beliefs about sense
data and beliefs in logic and set theory.

It is this thesis Quine rejects a bit after TDE starting in 1952, which
leads Quine to (Naturalize), as Verhaegh (2018) persuasively argues
and documents across unpublished and published sources. The main
sources here, also noted by Sinclair, are two lectures Quine gave in late
1952, one of which is unpublished (Quine 1952), the other of which was
published as “On Mental Entities” (Quine 1955a), and both of which
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are built upon later in his 1955 “Posits and Reality” (Quine 1955b). It is
also in these works that Quine explicitly articulates the methodological
naturalism undergirding his rejection of (Justify), his acceptance of
(Naturalize), and his whole philosophical project.

In Quine (1952), Quine (1955a), and Quine (1955b), Quine argues
that, in order to justify claims about the nature and existence of sense
data, we presuppose theories that make claims about physical objects.
For one, sense data are theoretical abstractions within a science of
psychology that presupposes an outside world within which our minds
interact. Second, to believe the “laws,” as Russell would put it, that link
remembered sense data in the past to present sense data or anticipated
sense data in the future, we must presuppose physical objects that the
remembered sense data are about. Since, as far as we can tell, our
ordinary and scientific methods we use to justify claims about sense
data make these presuppositions, Quine’s methodological naturalism
implies those presuppositions are required to justify claims about sense
data: no method exists which justifies claims about sense data that
does not also presuppose the truth of some physical theories and the
existence of bodies. As Verhaegh claims, this severs the last connection
between Quine and anything worth calling phenomenalism. I see it
as severing the connection because it definitively rejects (Justify): the
attempt to show, using Russell’s terminology, how the inference from
sense to physics is “a valid one” simply using sense data, logic, and set
theory. Quine in these works proposes (Naturalize) instead.

Let me summarize the hypotheses I am putting forward. Russell’s
project in OKEW can be plausibly read as involving at least one of (Elim-
inate), (Justify), or (Deduce). Quine before 1952 thinks of epistemology
of empirical knowledge as the task of improving and clarifying our the-
ories using the “canons” that justify science and “common knowledge,”
as Russell would put it. But Quine has not settled on which project
for doing so worked best; he may not have distinguished the projects
clearly in his mind. As time goes on, Quine comes to realize the task of
improving and clarifying science’s connection to experience does not
involve improving or clarifying science’s epistemic status as (Deduce)
and (Justify) promise, or clarifying its content as (Eliminate) and (Par-
tially Reduce) promise, but involves clarifying the actual connections we
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make between experience and theory as (Naturalize) proposes.4 Carnap
is in the background during this development, of course. Quine would
not have known about (Partially Reduce) without Carnap. Further, after
his interactions with Carnap in 1932 and 1933, he takes Carnap’s logic
of science as the exemplar for improving and clarifying science more
generally—see Verhaegh (2023a) for the historical details.

Andrew Lugg (2005) reads Russell’s work in OKEW as a precur-
sor to Quine’s methodological naturalism in roughly the way I have
proposed, but infers that Russell would not have accepted (Justify) or
(Deduce); Christopher Pincock (2007) reads Russell’s project in OKEW
as incompatible with (Eliminate). What is important for me is that one
could plausibly view Russell’s OKEW in one of these ways and that
Quine could have viewed Russell in this way. Moreover, I am aware
Russell may be better read as merely analyzing our knowledge of the
world as it stands rather than seeking to improve or clarify it. In reading
Russell this way, I would suggest Quine may be abetted by Carnap, who
understood the task of philosophy as proposing linguistic frameworks
to improve and clarify the pursuit of science and remove metaphysical
obscurities from it, as shown by works such as The Logical Syntax of
Language (Carnap 1934) and TM.

My suggested reading of Quine is by no means wholly novel. Many
commentators claim that Quine misread Carnap’s Aufbau as seeking
to use (Eliminate), and that Quine was likely influenced by Russell’s
OKEW with such a reading: see Friedman (1987), Richardson (1998),
and Pincock (2007). What I have suggested more than such works is
that Russell’s methodology, paired with Carnap’s, may play a key role
in influencing Quine’s development.5

4Quine’s naturalized epistemology, broadly defined as epistemology in line with
his methodological naturalism, includes a variety of normative projects and projects
for improving and clarifying science; see Carlson (2021) for discussion. But I believe
Quine’s primary goal when it comes to clarifying the general relation between theory and
experience is descriptive.

5My reading takes inspiration from Sean Morris’ work. See Morris (2015), where he
examines Quine’s dissertation and argues Quine owes his methodological naturalism in
part to Russell, and Morris (2020), where he argues Russell, Carnap, and Quine adhere to
the same program of scientific philosophy.
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3. Lewis and Quine

To explain Sinclair’s hypotheses, I will first summarize key details of
MWO. Lewis takes philosophy as the task of making explicit what is
implicit. Its task is not to expand our knowledge, but to “investigate
what we already know,” and so is the “business of bringing to clear
consciousness and expressing coherently the principles which are im-
plicitly intended in our dealing with the familiar” (3). So, “philosophy
is, so to speak, the mind’s own study of itself in action; and the method
of it is simply reflective. It seeks to formulate explicitly what from the
beginning is our own creation and possession” (18). What are implicit
are a priori principles of the mind which serve as criteria for the judg-
ments it makes. Metaphysics studies criteria for what counts as real in
a given domain of reality—as an example, Lewis cites as an “a priori
principle” that “physical things must have mass” (26). Philosophy thus
“may hope to formulate” the “canons of validity” (17). Lewis also says
that there “can be no Archimedean point for the philosopher. Proof, he
can offer only in the sense of so connecting his theses as to exhibit their
mutual support, and only through appeal to other minds to reflect upon
their experience and their own attitudes and perceive that he correctly
portrays them” (23).

In Chapters 2 and 3 of MWO, Lewis argues our beliefs about the world
are explained by two main factors: the given in experiences present
to the mind and the concepts we form with our minds. The given
is the unalterable, unchangeable element in our sensory experiences.
The given is necessary for judgments but never suffices. Concepts are
products of the human mind that our minds impose upon the given.
The content of our experience can be analyzed in terms of the given and
an interpretation of the given via concepts. Our concepts interpret the
given in that they link different experiences together and are the source
of truth and error in our judgments: truth and error are possible only due
to concepts which link past, present, and future experiences under one
heading. Concepts are pragmatic: they are generated and maintained
due to human need and interest. Relatedly, they are pragmatic in
that their utility must ultimately heed the pragmatic maxim that any
difference in concepts must make a difference in what we can experience.
Hence Lewis’ name for his position, conceptual pragmatism.
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So long as our concepts respect the given, we have latitude in the
concepts we use. Concepts come with definitions, and a priori truth
is what falls out of such definitions our minds create: the a priori is
“definitive or analytic in its nature” (1929, 231). Since we have latitude in
our concepts, we have latitude in a priori truth. Our choices are dictated
by the pragmatic criteria that engender our concepts.

Recall now Sinclair’s reading of the development of Quine’s episte-
mology of empirical knowledge. He argues in Chapters 4 and 5 that
the seeds of Quine’s development from the 1940s to 1952 reviewed
above are contained in Quine’s graduate school papers. Sinclair also
argues Quine’s methodological naturalism stems in part from Lewis’
anti-Archimedean methodology, and he sees Quine’s development of
his epistemology as more consistently working out Lewis’ methodology.

But if I am right that Quine’s conception of epistemology up until
1952 is that of improving and clarifying the content of scientific theories
by connecting them to sense data, that provides some evidence against
Sinclair’s hypotheses. For there is reason to doubt Lewis in MWO is
aiming to improve or clarify our theories in the way that (Eliminate),
(Deduce), (Justify), or (Partially Reduce) aim to do. Lewis seeks to make
implicit the principles laid down by the human mind for managing
the given. Such principles are definitive of what is real, but there is no
thought that what is real is restricted to the given. His concern is not
with clarifying the content of our beliefs by expressing them in terms
of experience, but the analysis of our beliefs as the joint product of the
mind’s a priori principles and experience. He denies our beliefs are about
the given, and he denies there is knowledge by acquaintance with the
given (1929, 37 and 125–33). Thus, Lewis’ analysis of our beliefs in terms
of the given and mind-made concepts is not a matter of constructing,
defining, or reducing beliefs, or explaining how our beliefs are justified
on the basis of others, but abstracting out their necessary preconditions.

I also think the connection between Lewis’ anti-Archimedean method-
ology and Quine’s methodological naturalism is somewhat weak, and
weaker than the connection between Russell’s methodology and Quine’s.
Lewis wishes to preserve our ordinary knowledge and methods in his
project: whatever he says cannot imply large portions of it are wrong.
That is like Quine’s naturalism. But Lewis’ philosophical project, unlike
Russell’s, does not explicitly aim to “apply” the ordinary “canons,”
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“purify” our knowledge, subject it to “internal scrutiny,” or remove
“gratuitous metaphysics”; unlike Quine, it does not explicitly aim to
use scientific method and work from within our theories. Lewis thinks
philosophy articulates “the canons of validity,” but its method is “simply
reflective.” He aims to engage in an a priori project in which the mind
studies what is implicit in its ordinary knowledge and methods, adding
nothing to our knowledge. The issue is not that Lewis’ project is a
priori—Russell believes logic is a priori—but that he does not aim to
use and improve science, whether a priori or not. While Lewis clari-
fies that philosophy may contribute to “cogency of thought” and “on
occasion. . .improvement in the concepts of the special sciences” (1929,
19), this improvement is the result of recognizing and following the
implicit principles of our thought: Lewis’ proposed “reflective method
. . . accords with the Socratic presumption that the truth which is sought
is already implicit in the mind which seeks it, and needs only to be
elicited and brought to clear expression” (Ibid.).

This all suggests Russell is a somewhat better lens than Lewis to view
Quine’s epistemological development. Of course, Quine could have been
influenced by Lewis but misread him. But what would have led him to
misread it? A plausible hypothesis: Quine’s Russell. Quine’s Russell
may not be Russell; so, could Quine’s Lewis not be Lewis but nonetheless
a good lens to use to read Quine? Yes, but I think that this misreading
of Lewis would require a departure from Lewis’ methodology based on
ideas one can plausibly see in the Russell the young Quine read, abetted
by Carnap. Abetted by Carnap is important: as noted above, Russell can
be read as analyzing rather than improving. This alternative reading
would make Russell more similar to Lewis, although note again that
Lewis seeks preconditions of thought in MWO and not constructions of
its content in terms of sense data as Russell does.

Sinclair reads Lewis’ AKV (1946) as a reductionist project that Quine
targets in TDE. But on my hypotheses, Lewis’ reductionist project would
not be (Eliminate), and so not what Quine was targeting. (Eliminate)
aims to improve the content of our theories within science by engaging
in a scientific project of theoretical reduction, and is not a matter of
making explicit our belief’s implicit preconditions.

A consequence of my hypotheses is that MWO is somewhat closer to
(Naturalize) than OKEW: both MWO and (Naturalize) seek explanations
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of belief and our concepts, not their justification or clarification of their
content. There is a clear analogy between Lewis’ view that our beliefs
are products of the uninterpreted given and concepts our minds create
and Quine’s view that our beliefs are the product of purely causal
sensory stimulations and our dispositions to assent to sentences. But
on the hypotheses I am forwarding, Quine did not slowly move away
from MWO, but started some distance from it and then found himself
somewhat closer to it.

Let me conclude on Lewis, Quine, and analytic truth. Sinclair argues
that many of Lewis’ pronouncements on analytic truth can be understood
as the focus of TBC in 1936 and his 1934 lectures on Carnap’s philosophy
at Harvard, as Morris (2018) also argues. When Lewis also says in MWO
that the a priori is what “we can maintain in the face of all experience,
come what will” (1929, 231), it seems Quine’s criticism in TDE of the
idea that analytic truths are truths “which hold come what may” (1951,
43) targets Lewis.

While I find it plausible that Quine has Lewis in mind at these
points, I conjecture that, as in the case of empirical knowledge, Quine’s
epistemological interest in analyticity is disanalogous to Lewis’. While
Sinclair is right that analyticity would have an epistemological role for
Quine (2022, 45), Lewis and Quine understand its putative role differently.
This is because Quine seeks to improve and clarify our methods and
theories while using them, aiming to avoid “gratuitous metaphysics,” to
use Russell’s phrase. That would explain, for example, his enthusiastic
appropriation of Carnap’s project in his 1934 Carnap lectures and later
in TBC.6 Quine sees the technique of declaring sentences as true by
linguistic convention introduced in these works not as a technique we
discover our minds actually use, but as a technique which, if successfully
applied to logic, is a convenient scientific method to use to avoid
gratuitous metaphysics in the philosophy of logic and mathematics: “[i]f
we disapprove of the gratuitous creation of metaphysical problems,”
he says in the Carnap lectures, it is “convenient” to declare the “firmly
accepted” logical and mathematical sentences true by convention, “or
else cease to accept them so firmly” (1934, 65). As he puts it in TBC,

6I say “appropriation,” since it is a much-debated question I will not address whether
Quine was directly addressing Carnap in these works. See Ebbs (2017a) and Morris (2018)
for discussion.
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successful use of the technique would “forestall awkward metaphysical
questions” (102) about our knowledge of logical truth.

Although I have been articulating some mild disagreements with
Sinclair, let me make clear that I recommend his book without reservation
to all scholars of Quine and those in his intellectual family. I learned
much from his well-sourced, lucidly written, and carefully argued book,
and it made me think through the details of Quine’s development in
many ways I had not done before. Current scholarship in this area of
the history of analytic philosophy is in an excellent place due to works
such as Sinclair’s.7
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