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Human Consciousness Empirically or Nothing Comes to Mind,” Syntbese 53
(1982): 159.

38. Husserl, “Philosophy as Rigorous Science,” p. 87.

39. Frederick Olafson, Naturalism and the Human Condition: Against Scien-
tism (London: Routledge, 2001) is a recent attempt to show that scientifically
minded, third-personal approaches to the mind involve presuppositions which
cannot be accounted for in those terms. As Olafson acknowledges, such an
argumentative strategy pervades the Phenomenological tradition. Husserl,
Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty are three principal examples.

40. The idea that Dennett’s intentional stance cannot account for inten-
tionality in general, i.e., that the intentional stance presupposes some notion of
originary intentionality, is argued for in Jennifer Hornsby, “Dennett’s Natu-
ralism,” in her Simple Mindedness: In Defence of Naive Realism in the Philosophy of
Mind (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997); see especially pp. 181-82.
Also relevant is John McDowell, “The Content of Perceptual Experience,” in
his Mind, Value, and Reality (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998).
McDowell is generally concerned to defend the distinction between the per-
sonal and the subpersonal in the philosophy of mind and cognitive science, and
to argue in particular that Dennett’s treatment of perception runs roughshod
over this distinction. I have profited greatly from both these papers.
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- CHAPTER 6
DAVIDSON aND
WITTGENSTEIN oN
KNOWLEDGE,
COMMUNICATION, AND
SOCIAL JUSTICE

Sharyn Clough and Jonathan Kaplan

hilosophers concerned about social justice are often accused of
making epistemological claims that seem, on the face of it, to be
incompatible. On the one hand, they want to claim that knowledge
bears the social, subjective fingerprints of the knower, and on the other,
that some knowledge claims (presumably, their own) are objectively
true and should carry normative weight in debates about social policy.
We use the linguistic tools provided by both Davidson and the later
Wittgenstein to argue that the appearance of incompatibility arises from
various epistemic assumptions that turn out to be, at best, unnecessary.!
Foundationalism arises as a major culprit here. Famously, neither
Wittgenstein nor Davidson understand the transcendental precondi-
tions for human communication and knowledge to be foundational in
any way. We argue that the preconditions for communication and
knowledge permit (and indeed encourage) the acceptance of both the
situated, social nature of Wbog_wmmm claims and the normative needs of
social justice theorizing, at least in part because those very precondi-
tions for communicating and knowing include a strong social element.
The projects of Davidson and Wittgenstein trade on the strengths
of both the analytic and Continental approaches. Within the analytic
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tradition, for example, the study of language and meaning has been
marked by a focus on empirical analysis. The focus within the Conti-
nental tradition concerns post-Kantian notions of the transcendental
conditions of meaning that are not straightforwardly empirical. While
philosophers within the Continental tradition have come to conceive of
these conditions as historically contingent, there is agreement that for
any given historical epoch there are categories of meaning that struc-
ture the very conditions of possibility of empirical analysis. The cate-
gories are not themselves available to empirical experience. Of course
the nature of the categories is much debated by philosophers who par-
ticipate in the Continental tradition, and depending on how “histori-
cism” is cashed out, accusations of relativism abound. What Davidson
and the later Wittgenstein share is the view that linguistic behavior pro-
vides a key to understanding how conditions of meaning can be both
transcendental, pragmatic, and historical. Their focus on language is, of
course, a result of their analytic inheritance.

We argue that it is their ability to carve out a philosophical space
between both the analytic and Continental traditions that permits both
Davidson and Wittgenstein to avoid the apparent paradox inherent in
making strong social justice claims within a framework of foundation-

less knowledge.

SITUATED KNOWLEDGE, NORMATIVE
CLAIMS, AND THE PROBLEM OF
FOUNDATIONALISM

In The Social Construction of What? Hacking nicely expresses a wide-
spread ambivalence towards the view that the epistemological support
of particular knowledge claims is the result of contingent processes. On
the one hand, Hacking admits to a desire (which he suspects is widely
held) to believe that the best tool of the oppressed is often Truth. He
agrees in part with the freedom fighter who argues that “objective truth
is called for, as a virtue, when one is fighting tyranny.” “The villains,”
he notes, can never “get away with” stealing the truth “as long as the
last words are: ‘that simply is not true, liar!”” On the other hand,
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Hacking is forced to admit that the vision of particular knowledge-
claims as the inevitable result of rationality and progress can serve the
interests of dominant groups as well. Hacking notes that some feminist
philosophers of science have argued that notions of objectivity and
truth are “tools that have been used against [women]” and that the
values wrapped up in objectivity and truth “are a gigantic confidence
trick” played on the oppressed. Hacking fails, however, to see a way out
of this dilemma—pulled both ways, he admits to being “unable to syn-
thesize [his] inclinations.”?

Focusing on feminist studies ow,.wnmoboo provides a good backdrop
for our discussion. Feminist theorists have been unable to agree upon an
epistemic method that would address their need to make strongly nor-
mative claims about the problems of sexism in science. Such claims need
to rely on some notion of objectivity for underwriting decisions between
competing descriptions of science; to make accurate diagnoses of the
problematic nature of much scientific investigation. However, feminist
diagnoses in science studies have revealed that much of what has passed
for objectivity in science is intimately linked to the subjective, social
nature of the scientists under investigation, and further, that this
problem is not restricted to science—that all knowledge-claims,
including those of ferninist theorists, bear subjective, social fingerprints.
Where then to stand when making claims to objective prescriptions for
social justice? The resulting epistemic quandary was articulated most
clearly by Sandra Harding in her groundbreaking work The Science
Question in Feminism 3

Since the late 1800s, social scientists concerned about the status of
women had been using empirical research methods to diagnose the
effects of sexism in various scientific theories, especially the theory of
evolution.? However, as Harding describes it, by the mid-1980s, femi-
nist theorists had begun to express concern that perhaps the source of
social oppression in science was not so much the content of various sci-
entific theories, problematic as that content often was, but also or
instead, the foundational claims to objectivity that underwrote scientific

- research methods.® If this were true, then perhaps the scientific notion

of objectivity, so intimately tied to empirical foundations, would not be
the most reliable tool for feminists who were critical of science. What
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role then, if any, could scientific method play in the furtherance of fem-
inist emancipatory projects? Such was the Science Question in Femi-
nism. As Audre Lorde had expressed the question more generally,
could we use the “master’s tools” to dismantle “the master’s house”?

The Science Question upped the level of abstraction within femi-
nist theorizing, shifting the vocabulary away from discussions of scien-
tific practice and toward the epistemic foundations of knowledge and
the effects of gender and other social imprints on what it meant to be
an S that knew p. Problems emerged almost immediately —indeed, the
rest of Harding’s book investigates a number of different feminist
approaches to the science question, and the epistemological problems
faced by each.®

There was one early point of consensus, however, concerning the
issue of foundationalism. Most feminist theorists agreed that no matter
how the science question would be answered, empirical evidence did
not provide an objective, epistemic foundation for scientific or any
other knowledge claims, at least not in any straightforward way.” On
the face of it, Davidson and Wittgenstein would agree with this anti-
foundationalist consensus, but of course much depends on the reasons
for the position.

Within the traditional accounts of science provided by, for example,
Hempel, empirical foundations were conceived as necessary sites for
epistemic normativity. One had to be standing on a firm foundation of
empirical observations in order to criticize, that is, make normative
judgments about the knowledge-claims of others. However, the argu-
ments of Duhem, Quine, Kuhn, and Hanson showed a number of com-
pelling problems with epistemic foundationalism, for example, that
observations were theory laden and that theory was underdetermined
by observations. Building on this work, feminist epistemologists con-
tributed further to the understanding of the social forces affecting epis-
temic norms. ‘

However, while feminist theorizing has played a critical role in
showing that empirical foundations are inherently social —that we can
never have a completely objective standpoint —the conceptual need for
such a foundation still makes itself felt in many feminist writings on the
subject.® The foundationalist vocabulary of epistemology was designed
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to address, and therefore accept as a reasonable problem, skepticism
about knowledge-claims generally. If foundationalism fails, then a cer-
tain level of skepticism necessarily enters the epistemological picture.
And indeed, many influential feminist theorists argued that skepticism
was inevitable within a postfoundationalist epistemology. Harding, for
example, has argued that we have to accept the skeptical claim that all
knowledge is irredeemably partial —that while a full-blown relativism is
incoherent, we can at best obtain objectivity only by degrees.” “Strong”
objectivity, as she calls it, can be arrived at only by recognizing that
knowledge-claims are epistemically relative to the social standpoints of
knowers. Unfortunately this level of relativism turns out to be just
enough to feed skeptical doubts about the normative claims of feminist
theorists themselves, and so the problem of justifying progressive
change in science policy, and society more broadly, continues.!?
Wittgenstein and Davidson show the epistemic vocabulary to be, at
best, unnecessary. They both argue that we have no need for epistemic
foundations; that objectivity is best seen as a nonepistemic concept
arising out of language use. Davidson shows that the sorts of doubts
mboozﬂmmmm T% m@mmwoaowomus ie., doubts about the mmmomo.% of concep-
tual tools such as objectivity and empirical investigation, are in fact
belied by our everyday linguistic practices. For Wittgenstein, ques-
tioning whether truth or empirical observations are useful tools is to
make a conceptual mistake —our form of life is deeply wrapped up in
the particular notions of truth we have to work with, and the one
cannot be questioned while the other remains fixed. Rather, what

“stands fast” for us in our lives and our social and cultural practices are,

we might say, codetermined.

The strength of Davidson and Wittgenstein in this context includes
their attempts to show that relativism and skepticism only arise within
a certain epistemological picture of the world and that while feminists
are right to argue that we have no epistemic foundations, the need for
such foundations should itself be questioned. Moving back down the
ladder of abstraction to the language of the everyday, we see that we
have all kinds of normative force to back up our critical political claims.
The lesson of Davidson and Wittgenstein is that foundations are part of
the language game of epistemology. If they are right, then those of us



A House DIVIDED
144

concerned about feminism and other social justice issues should leave
the epistemic vocabulary behind and begin speaking, once again, in our
mother tongue.

KNOWLEDGE WITHOUT FOUNDATIONS,
NORMATIVITY WITHOUT APOLOGY

It is in Wittgenstein's On Certainty and Remarks on Frazery The Golden
Bough that one finds his clearest defense of an epistemological stance
that eschews transcendental foundations while permitting, and even
encouraging, normative critique.!! In On Certainty, Wittgenstein begins
by confronting philosophical skepticism on its own terms, but his
response to Moore’s “Proof of an External World” quickly moves out
of the classical analytic approach to skepticism and knowledge.!? In his
analysis of the concepts of “certainty” and “knowledge” Wittgenstein
comes up against the limits of rational inquiry. In Remarks on Frazery
The Golden Bough, Wittgenstein presents a vision of critical inquiry
within the context of an epistemology without foundations. It is not,
Wittgenstein suggests, by appeal to transcendental foundations that we
can criticize the failures of our own (and another’s) culture, but rather
by appeals to traditions that already exist within our cultures, and by
pointing towards how our lives might be better for embracing some
kinds of values and rejecting others.

In On Certainty, Wittgenstein presents a way of understanding the
relationship between the justification of epistemological claims and the
way we live our lives, in which neither those beliefs that stand fast for
us, nor our particular social practices, are privileged. Each, rather,
depends crucially on the other—as “the axis around which a body
rotates” is neither held in place by, nor holds in place, that body.!> What
it is to give reasons, on this view, is to appeal to that which oneisin a
“position to know.” It is for this reason that Moore’s response to the
skeptic fails—Moore’s assurance that he knows “here is one hand”
won't move the skeptic who is, after all, in the same epistemological
position as Moore vis-a-vis the evidence for the existence of hands (§
125). Wittgenstein argues instead that, when brought up in a culture,
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we learn, or, better put, “swallow down” what constitutes a legitimate
doubt, and how these doubts are in general resolved, at the same time
(as part of how) we learn to maneuver around our cultural and phys-
ical world (§ 143).

Aside from dissolving skeptical worries, this approach focuses
attention on the ways in which the language games of doubt, reason
giving, certainty, etc., are contingent: they shift and change over time
(§ 97f£.); they can be different between different peoples (or people)
(8§ 106 and 264); and, indeed, they can be challenged (§§ 609-12).
However, it is not by appeal to transcendental reasons that everyone
must accept, nor to intuitions shared by all, that particular aspects of a
form of life can be challenged; rather, it is by a kind of persuasion (§§
262 and 612). Since in these cases part of what is at issue is what is to
count as a reason, what is to be considered evidence, reasons alone
cannot determine the outcome. !

A concern in these cases is that this image of persuasion is inher-
ently antiliberal; certainly Wittgenstein comparing this kind of persua-
sion to “what happens when missionaries convert natives”'¢ is less than
comforting to those who think that political liberalism and public
reason reflect important values. However, while of course ﬂrmm kind of
persuasion can be antiliberal and morally problematic in all sorts of
ways, it need not be. We can, after all, give reasons (though they will
only go so far), and some of these reasons will likely be shared, if only
because without some basis of shared commitments any communication
at all would be impossible. (This important idea, based on the notion of
radical interpretation, is discussed often in Wittgenstein, but is taken
up more formally by Davidson, as we discuss below.)

The persuasion itself can make use of reasons; not reasons that
speak to the choice of, for example, ways of arguing or what to count
as evidence, but to issues about the form of life to be adopted more gen-
erally. This is the tack Wittgenstein takes in Remarks on Frazery The
Golden Bough.V In criticizing Frazer’s classic anthropological treatise on
cultural interpretation, Wittgenstein points towards contemporary
Western culture’s own failures. Frazer had interpreted the rituals and
ceremonial practice of ‘magic’ in other cultures as primitive attempts at

sclence —as attempts, in other words, to rationally manipulate the
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world. Frazer claimed that because of the standard difficulties in sepa-
rating correlations from causation, it is very difficult for ‘primitive’ peo-
ples to realize that their attempts at manipulating the world via magic
and ritual are in fact unsuccessful.!® This approach, Wittgenstein
argues, not only fails to do justice to the complexities of the cultures
that Frazer describes, but also fails to do justice to the traditions and
practices within our own forms of life, and indeed, fails to do justice to
the kind of beings we are.

The failure of Frazer, in other words, is not just a failure of inter-
pretation; rather, it is representative, Wittgenstein suggests, of Frazer’s
failures as a human being. The “narrowness of spiritual life we find in
Frazer” (p. 5) is a reflection of Frazer’s overconfidence in the power of
rational explanation (pp. 4-5). The idea that (rational) explanations are
all that is necessary to expunge our desire for “the ceremonial” is,
Wittgenstein notes, a “stupid superstition of our time” (pp. 5-6). Better,
Wittgenstein suggests, is to acknowledge that we can find “in our
souls”?? the same kinds of experiences that fit in with, and are them-
selves a part or a reflection of, the ceremonies and rituals of Frazer’s
account.?’ No hypothesis, no explanation, Wittgenstein suggests, can
compete with the impression the rituals and ceremonies that emerge
from these parts of ourselves make upon us (p. 3). .

Wittgenstein is here asking us to acknowledge, and indeed embrace,
parts of ourselves that our current form of life denigrates. The over-
ratiocination of contemporary life, the attempt to make all of our actions
out to be alming to achieve particular ends, results in our having to
ignore the importance of, for example, ritual and ceremony in our lives.
It is for this reason that “Frazer is much more savage than most of his
savages” (p. 8). In ignoring the appeal of the ceremonial, Frazer is
ignoring the limiting nature of the language-game of rational explana-
tion. And to ignore this is dangerous, not least because it is bound to fail
us in key places and ways—as to “someone broken up by love, an
explanatory hypothesis won'’t help much —it will not bring peace” (p. 3).

While reasons may only make sense within particular forms of life,
Wittgenstein does not thereby suggest that we are left with a naive rel-
ativism. Rather, where reason is (or reasons are) unconvincing, we can

make other kinds of appeals, some of which will be, by their very
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nature, far more impressive (make more of an impression) than reasons
could be. Some of these are o_u&oﬂmm they involve, for example, pointing
towards different forms of life and the temptations these might hold
(being able to do or say things that are startling from the competing
form of life). Some will be less obvious: these might involve displaying
in your life, traits that those living other forms of life are forced to find
admirable, even where the reasons for living your particular kind of life
are Inaccessible to them.

The key, though, is that even when one acknowledges the situated
nature of knowledge and reason, one is not, on Wittgenstein’s view,
forced to accept that persuasion must be mb&n&v\ wlumqmﬂv\.w_ Just
because reasons must come to end doesn’t mean that there aren’t still
some kinds of criteria to which we can appeal. These will of course be
loose and subject to interpretation, but they are not thereby arbitrary.
After all, we can and do make use of vague criteria—as Wittgenstein

_ notes it is not senseless to tell someone to “stand roughly there.”?? Our

powers of persuasion are not, and ought not be, limited to our rational
selves; we can, and should, appeal to other parts of ourselves, those
parts to which ceremony and ritual speak.

At this point, Wittgenstein’s break with the analytic tradition must
be obvious. The Cartesian identification of the self with the cognitive
and rational and the attendant over-ratiocination and reliance on what
can be demonstrated via rational processes, is one of the hallmarks of
the analytic tradition. Wittgenstein both rejects the foundationalism
that this conception of philosophy had traditionally relied upon, and
rejects as well the conclusion that without such foundations, mean-
ingful critique is limited entirely by what all the participants might
happen to share and accept. His focus on the structure inherent in the
practice of particular ceremonies or rituals within cultural contexts,
and the way that these practices are both reflections of and constitutive
of important parts of ourselves and of our emotional (and spiritual)
lives, emerges not from the analytic tradition, but instead is part of, and
formed the basis for, much of the Continental tradition. It is this kind
of complexity that made the work of Levi-Strauss, Habermas, Lyotard,
and Apel possible, and permits and indeed encourages philosophers
concerned with social justice issues to make use of Wittgenstein.?®
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The more obviously analytic side to Davidson’s approach focuses on
the conceptual points brought out by radical interpretation, though, as we
have hinted, his conceptual analysis trades on a more Continental-style
appreciation of the transcendental conditions that make interpretation
possible.?’ Davidson argues that we can only worry about objectivity, and
the reliability of our empirical observations, once we have already made
significant use of empirical tools, and assumed a certain amount of objec-
tivity in our observations. According to his principle of charity, we can
only begin to question the world (in terms of propositions about that
world) once we have established an empirical base of observations against
which our critical capacities can make a meaningful contrast.

Following Quine, and also the later Wittgenstein, Davidson asks us
to imagine the conceptual apparatus available to an adult who finds
herself among speakers of a language with which she has no previous
experience, and to which she has no access except through her obser-
vations of their behavior, linguistic and otherwise.?* However hit-and-
miss we imagine the success of any such interpretive project to be, the
fact that it proceeds at all tells us a2 number of things about meaning,
truth, and the relationship between language users and the world. Most
important, we come to understand that the radical interpreter must
hold to the principle of charity —she must acquire a massive empirical
base of accurate correlations between her new colleagues, their lan-
guage, and the world before she can recognize the possibility of error.?6

' Like the radical interpreter, the philosopher concerned with social
justice can rest assured that meaningful disagreement about our world,
including, for example, the social policies of our communities, can only
exist against a backdrop of shared, objective knowledge-claims.?” This
backdrop forms the conditions of possibility for our meaningful inter-
pretation and criticism of the knowledge-claims of those who would
work to affect oppressive social policy.?

Insofar as epistemology is a response to the skeptical fear that we
do not have access to a backdrop of objective claims, Davidson’s model
undermines the need for epistemic vocabulary.® Moving away from
epistemology and the skepticism and relativism it invites, those con-
cerned with social justice can continue with the, admittedly, messy
work left over once the radical interpreter has become like us—a com-
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petent speaker of her new language. She, like us, must be vigilant,
testing for inconsistencies and error against the holistic backdrop that
is our recognition of each other as language users.®

Wittgenstein too makes use of radical interpretation® and many of
his comments about the necessary conditions for the possibility of inter-
pretation inform Davidson’s approach.®? Wittgenstein and Davidson
differ, however, insofar as Wittgenstein makes more of the empirical
fact of our shared humanity to guarantee and “underwrite” the massive
agreement that makes interpretation and subsequent criticism pos-
sible.¥ For both Davidson and Wittgenstein, the social nature of lan-
guage use and reasoning demands that any interpretation of another
being as a language user must make that being out to be generally rational
and correct in its assumptions about the world. Wittgenstein, however,
takes much more seriously the possibility that the only reason we are so
often successful in attempting to interpret each other in this way is that
we are all human. “The common behavior of mankind is the system of
reference by means of which we interpret an unknown language” (§
207). It is only because we share so much of our basic behavioral reper-
toire by virtue of our shared biological and (and hence social/cultural)
histories that we can legitimately expect to understand and be under-
stood by others. In order to understand and be understood, we rely crit-
ically, Wittgenstein stresses, not only on our shared rationality (which,
as Davidson shows, is a matter of conceptual necessity) but also on our
shared expressive natures (§ 208). That we share such a nature is not
conceptually necessary but historically contingent. Nevertheless, it hap-
pens to be true, and it allows us to understand, to be understood, and to
coherently criticize and persuade each other where we find differ-

QUOOm.MA

CONCLUDING REMARKS

We have discussed how philosophers concerned about social justice
encounter an epistemic problem that seems to be straightforwardly
intractable. Insofar as feminist theorists, for example, argue that the
support of, and evidence for, particular knowledge-claims is the result of
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contingent processes, and that under different circumstances, different
(and incompatible) knowledge-claims might have been supported, it
seems difficult to argue simultaneously that certain knowledge-claims
(e.g., those that are sexist) are objectively wrong. Wrong by what stan-
dards? our critics are invited to respond. If the standards themselves are
a legitimate object of contention, how can it be possible to adjudicate
disputes about those standards themselves, let alone those claims sup-
ported or not by different standards? A view that holds that there is the
possibility of moral progress seems, then, to demand standards (episte-
mological and moral) that are epistemically objective, that is, inde-
pendent of particular social/cultural situations. \

So how can one make strongly normative claims, especially claims
that oppose the interests of dominant groups, while at the same time
maintaining that the evidence for particular knowledge-claims,
including claims about things like moral values and their interpretation
in light of (interpreted) evidence, is contingent upon the particulars of
the situations that the knowers find themselves in? As we have shown,
the necessary conceptual tools to deal with this problem can be found in
Davidson and Wittgenstein. In both cases, a focus on the pragmatic pre-
conditions for communication emerges from a linguistic perspective, a
hallmark of the so-called analytic tradition in philosophy. But each
philosopher breaks with that tradition in key ways that shift attention to
the social nature of meaning and the limits of reason giving. This forces
the focus away from the conceptual analysis characteristic of analytic
philosophy and towards analyses of the particular cultural and social
traditions we inherit, and hence towards historically motivated under-
standings of the use of meanings and knowledge-claims. This latter
focus is a central aspect of the Continental tradition. Conversely, while
philosophers in the Continental tradition have often been more willing
than those in the analytic tradition to acknowledge the contingent
nature of our current ways of organizing our lives and the world, it is
only by harnessing the linguistic turn in analytic philosophy that we can
fully realize the political and moral potential that comes from recog-
nizing the contingent, situated nature of knowledge and rationality.
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_ CHAPTER 6
HEIDEGGER anD QUINE onN
THE (IRJRELEVANCE oF
LOGIC FOrR PHILOSOPHY
Richard Matthews

Any guestior of philosophy, on the other band, whick is 40 obscure and
uncertain, that buman reason can reach no fixed determination with regard
to i if iF ohould be treated at all; seems to lead us naturally into the style of
dialogue and conversation. Reasonable men may be allowed to Iffer, where no
one can reasonably be positive.” .

—David Hume

n the surface of it, two more antithetical philosophers than

Martin Heidegger and W. V. O. Quine would be hard to find.
For Heidegger there is only one authentic philosophical question,
“Why is there something rather than nothing?” or “Why is there any-
thing at all?” In Heidegger’s view the insistence upon self-evidence,
clarity, and logical rigor inevitably obscure this question and thus con-
stitute the suicide of philosophy.? For Heidegger, Quine’s pragmatic
commitment to an integrated scientific worldview would be a paradigm
of the worst kind of Americanism and manipulative-calculative techno-
logical reason.® For Quine, a naturalized epistemology is the goal of his

* philosophical work.* Heidegger's insistence upon the primacy of the -

question of the meaning of Being, and his commitment to the use of
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