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NATURALISM

Sander Verbaegh

Introduction

Naturalism is a philosophical perspective that rejects the lofty aspirations of religion and
traditional philosophy and employs a more empirical approach to questions about reality.
While traditional philosophers have attempted to construct an a priori foundation for our
scientific and moral beliefs, naturalists dismiss the idea that philosophy can play any such
role. They hold that our ordinary, a posteriori methods of inquiry are the only reliable road
to knowledge and that there is no distinctly philosophical notion of “reality” that is more
fundamental than the world we encounter in our everyday inquiries. There is no supernatu-
ral realm, transcendental Absolute, or Platonic sphere of objective values. Man, mind, and
morality are all part of the natural order and can be studied using the methods of science.
Naturalism has a rich and complicated history. In philosophy, the label became popular
in the late 19th century. Traditionally, “naturalists” had been scholars who study plants
and animals, but philosophers began to use the term to describe a more general, scientific
perspective concerning man’s place in the universe. This chapter discusses some highlights
in the history of the tradition, including some of these 19th-century discussions about the
philosophical implications of the theory of evolution, the rise and fall of the Columbia
naturalists, and W. V. Quine’s program to naturalize epistemology and metaphysics.

Origins

Though philosophical movements can seldom be traced to a single point of origin, sev-
eral developments in the history of naturalism stem from an intellectual shift in the 1830s
and 1840s, when several advances in the experimental sciences — most notably physiology,
geology, and biology — paved the way for a materialist revolt against idealist and theistic
cosmologies. In response to the religious and philosophical dogmas of their time, naturalists
defended the view that we do not require deities, supernatural interventions, or immor-
tal souls to explain the workings of the world. Much as Marx inverted Hegel’s dialectic,
scholars reversed the relation between science and philosophy. Rather than providing an
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external, a priori foundation for our knowledge about the natural world, philosophy had
to become a scientific discipline itself.

The boldest and most radical opposition to religion and speculative philosophy came
from scientific materialists such as Karl Vogt, Jacob Moleschott, and Ludwig Biichner. They
dismissed the philosophers’ speculations as anti-scientific and shocked the public by argu-
ing that there is no God, that human beings are material entities, and that mind stands in
the same relation to the brain as “urine to the kidneys” (Vogt 1845-1847: 206). Biichner, in
particular, caused a major uproar in intellectual circles. He claimed that science had shown
that force cannot exist without matter and used this to argue that there can be no divine,
vitalist, or supernatural powers if they are supposed to act independently from any mate-
rial substratum (Biichner 1855). His views were far from original — similar theses had been
advanced by English and French materialists — but Biichner was not interested in putting
forth a novel philosophy. His aim was to replace philosophical speculation with a scientifi-
cally supported, materialist theory about the nature of the universe (Gregory 1979).

Scientific materialists wrote their most important works in the 1840s and 1850s, before
the publication of On the Origin of Species. Still, their perspective on science and philoso-
phy facilitated the reception of Darwin’s theory of evolution, which in turn reinforced the
naturalist idea “that the bodies and minds of men are a part of nature” and that “their
history is as natural as the history of the stars” (Thorndike 1962 [1909]: 46). After the
publication of Darwin’s book, scientists such as Ernst Haeckel took up the baton and pro-
moted a naturalistic perspective on reality. Haeckel employed Darwin’s work to advance a
“monist” cosmology, thereby blurring the distinctions between mind and brain, between
animate and inanimate, and between man and nature (Gliboff 2008: 19). Particularly after
the publication of Die Weltrdtsel (1901 [1895]), Haeckel’s perspective started to play an
important role in public debates about science and religion. Some historians even estimate
that monism was the dominant worldview among secular Germans well into the 20th cen-
tury (Weir 2014: 3).

Though Biichner’s and Haeckel’s books were bestsellers, their ideas were viewed with
suspicion by professional philosophers, both in Germany and in the Anglophone world.
As such, their work primarily played a negative role in academic philosophy. At the turn
of the century, philosophers mostly used “naturalism” as a derogatory term for scientists
who were ill-equipped to grasp the complexities of philosophical problems. Mary Whiton
Calkins dismissed the views of “science writers” such as Biichner and Haeckel as “purely
popular half-thought” (1907: 404); and James Edwin Creighton, one of the founders of
the American Philosophical Association, wanted to protect philosophy against the crude
theories of the naturalists. In a speech titled “The Purposes of a Philosophical Association”,
his presidential address at the first annual meeting of the organization, Creighton referred
to Haeckel’s aforementioned book in claiming that it was the APA’s job to shield philoso-
phy from popular science writers who are confidently proclaiming their “short and easy
answers to the riddles of the universe” (1902: 232).

The academic opposition to naturalism diminished when philosophers developed more
sophisticated versions of the position. While German thinkers kept treating naturalism as
a sign of intellectual barbarism (Hook 1930: 145), several American philosophers began
to identify as “naturalists” in the years before World War I. Especially George Santayana’s
five-volume The Life of Reason (1905-1906) — a comprehensive and eloquently written
philosophy of morality, religion, art, science, and society — is often taken to have stimu-
lated the development of a distinctively American school of thought (Cohen 1954: 311;
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Nagel 1954a: 46). The Harvard philosopher considered himself a “dogmatic natural-
ist” but defended a more subtle, non-reductive metaphysics, thereby opening the door to
“a more inclusive” position toward morality, religion, and art “than the materialism[s] of
the nineteenth century” (Eldridge 2008). According to Santayana, the human mind is a
natural phenomenon, but we cannot reduce men’s values and ideals to material or physical
substances. Inquiry must begin in medias res: there is no use in trying to find a philosophi-
cal foundation for our knowledge. Our belief in the natural world, Santayana argued, is a
rational instinct — “animal faith” — and is the result of our biological makeup and intellec-
tual heritage, which is itself based on the age-old interplay between organism and environ-
ment (1923: 309).

Columbia naturalism

After World War I, naturalism became the “house philosophy” of Columbia University,
where F. J. E. Woodbridge and John Dewey built a closely-knit school of philosophy.
Many of their students, including Irwin Edman, Horace L. Friess, Ernest Nagel, John Her-
man Randall Jr, and Herbert W. Schneider, identified as naturalists and became Columbia
professors themselves. In 1954, the year the university celebrated its bicentennial, ten out
of eleven tenured professors at Columbia’s department of philosophy were homegrown
naturalists who had been supervised by Dewey or Woodbridge, or were students of their
students.!

Woodbridge was a Canadian-born philosopher who grew up in Michigan. He was best
known for defending a realist metaphysics at a time when American philosophy was domi-
nated by idealism. He was one of the driving figures behind the opposition to idealism and
was a co-founder of The Journal of Philosophy, Psychology, and Scientific Methods (later
Journal of Philosophy). This periodical aimed to be a rival to idealist-led journals — in par-
ticular Creighton’s Philosophical Review — and served as the main platform for pragmatist
and realist alternatives. Woodbridge advertised it as a “journal in the field of scientific
philosophy”, noting that there was as yet no American journal “covering the whole field of
scientific philosophy, psychology, ethics, and logic” (Woodbridge and Cattell 1904: 27). In
his own work, Woodbridge defined naturalism as the “incorporation of man into nature”
(1932: 87, 91), dismissing any philosophy that appealed to transcendental or supernatural
powers. Modern philosophy and theistic thinking had created a division between man and
nature, but modern science challenged these dualist modes of thinking. Still, the Columbia
professor believed that naturalism was not a new perspective, and he took much inspira-
tion from the history of philosophy in developing his views. Aristotle, whom he interpreted
as a “sober naturalist”, could particularly help 20th-century philosophers transcend “the
assumptions ... of modern philosophy” (Randall 1957: 117, 128).

Woodbridge joined Columbia University in 1902 and was actively involved in getting
Dewey to New York two years later. Dewey was a philosopher, psychologist, and social
reformer who had been one of the driving forces behind the Chicago school of pragma-
tism. Unlike Woodbridge, Dewey had started out as an idealist but had gradually “drifted
away from Hegelianism”, replacing his speculative approach with a “biological” one in the
1890s (Dewey 1930: 155). In his seminal address “The Influence of Darwinism on Philoso-
phy”, Dewey explained how the evolutionary framework had transformed his perspective
on “the logic of knowledge” (Dewey 1909: 4). Whereas traditional philosophy had rested
on a “logic of the changeless, the final, and the transcendent”, the Darwinian logic had led
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him to forswear inquiry into wholesale essences and to replace it with questions of how
particular changes serve concrete purposes (1909: 7, 12). Just as a species is not a fixed
and final kind but a constantly adapting entity responding to environmental changes and
contingent selective pressures, the philosopher is not in the business of answering divine,
immutable questions but responding to specific queries raised by our evolving society and
body of scientific knowledge.

In order to do justice to Dewey’s and Woodbridge’s perspective, it is important to empha-
size that naturalism (to them) was more than a philosophical doctrine about man’s place
in the universe. Columbia naturalism was at once a philosophical stance, a worldview, and
an emancipatory movement. The second generation of Columbia naturalists, trained by
the two philosophers, typically classified it as an intellectual “temper” or a disposition to
understand every branch of human behavior — scientific inquiry, moral deliberation, social
interaction, artistic expression, and religious experience — as a natural phenomenon (Nagel
1931: ii; Edman 1935; Randall 1944: 355). Dewey’s philosophical studies were deeply
intertwined with his progressive political agenda and work on educational reform, and
many of his students followed him in his footsteps. Randall was one of the signatories of
the humanist manifesto (Kurtz 1973). Nagel regularly published in progressive journals and
was convinced that the ideals realized through scientific inquiry “are also the ideals which
are indispensable to the successful operation of any society of free men” (1954b: 306). And
Friess and Schneider worked on the cross-section between naturalism and religion, pioneer-
ing the empirical study of religious movements (Friess and Schneider 1932) and presenting
naturalism as an attitude that can “help citizens accommodate their spiritual and political
beliefs to new scientific truths” (Jewett 2011: 95).

Still, the second generation of Columbia naturalists was less unified than the first.
Analytically oriented naturalists such as Nagel believed that “the analysis and practice of
scientific method is ... essential to a thoroughgoing naturalism” (Nagel 1935/1956: 41),
whereas historically oriented naturalists such as Randall viewed the analytic approach as
narrow and scholastic. They were afraid that philosophy would lose its cultural value if it
were to become an academic specialism and favored historical over logical analysis because
philosophical problems are human problems that cannot be addressed in a strict analytic
vacuum, divorced from any cultural-historical context. As a result, Columbia’s department
of philosophy became a deeply divided institute. Two factions were fighting for control
when the university celebrated Dewey’s centenary in 1959. The majority, led by Randall,
accused Nagel and his allies of over-emphasizing “the philosophical fashions of the day:
the philosophy of science and symbolic logic”. The others felt that Randall and co. overem-
phasized “historical philosophy” and complained that the department felt like “a home for
poets who have missed their vocation”.? Though most Columbia philosophers were direct
students of Dewey, they had become badly split, not even seven years after his death.

Quinean naturalism

As the Columbia school fell into disarray, naturalism took on a new meaning. It came
to be associated with the philosophy of W. V. Quine, who started using the label in the
late 1960s. Quine’s position was primarily a response to a popular view within analytic
philosophy, which by then had become the country’s dominant school of thought. Ana-
lytic philosophers typically presupposed a strict distinction between science — an empiri-
cal enterprise concerned with fact — and philosophy — an a priori discipline concerned
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with meaning — but Quine rejected the distinction, arguing that philosophy is “continuous
with science” (1969b: 126). All knowledge, including logic, mathematics, and philosophy,
Quine held, is ultimately a posteriori.

Quine was a philosopher and logician who spent his entire career at Harvard. He was
a student of C. I. Lewis and A. N. Whitehead but always regarded Rudolf Carnap as his
“greatest teacher” (1970/1976: 41). He first met the German philosopher on a tour through
Europe in 1933, shortly after he had obtained his Ph.D., and was quickly swayed by the
latter’s approach to philosophy.? He was especially impressed by Carnap’s Logische Syntax
der Sprache because it answered to his satisfaction “the question of the epistemological
status of mathematics and logic”. The Harvard graduate primarily worked in logic at the
time, but he had always been “perplexed” by questions about the nature of logical truth.*
Carnap offered a convincing answer in arguing that logical truths can be built into the
structure (more precisely, the transformation rules) of the language of science. Or, as Quine
put it in a review of the book, Carnap demonstrated that logical truths acquire “apodictic
validity through convention” (1935: 394). Logic and mathematics, in Carnap’s view, are
analytic and a priori.

Quine saw himself as Carnap’s disciple for a number of years but eventually began to
have doubts about some of his teacher’s ideas. He became convinced that we require a
more precise definition of analyticity in order to get clear on what it means to say that
logical truths are analytic. He searched for a satisfying definition throughout the 1940s but
eventually realized that we do not need analyticity to account for logical and mathemati-
cal knowledge (Verhaegh 2018: Chapter 6). In his seminal “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,”
Quine dismissed the presupposition that every statement individually admits of empirical
confirmation and replaced it with the view that only the “totality of our so-called knowl-
edge or beliefs” can be tested empirically (1951a: 42). Whenever we test a hypothesis, we
implicitly presuppose the truth of a host of background theories such that the results of
our test tell us something about our entire system of beliefs. When the experiment has an
unexpected outcome, we can at best conclude that something in our total theory must be
mistaken, including the logic used to derive the hypothesis from our theory of the world.
The acceptability of a system of logic, therefore, is ultimately evaluated in terms of how
successful it is in aligning our scientific theories with sensory experience. Logical and math-
ematical truths only appear a priori and necessary because we

are disinclined to tamper with [them] when a failure of prediction shows that there is
something wrong with our system of the world. We prefer to seek an adequate revi-
sion of some more secluded corner of science, where the change would not reverber-
ate so widely through the system.

(Quine 1986/1998: 399-400)

Quine’s analysis did not only help him formulate a new philosophy of logic. It also gave him
a new perspective on the nature of philosophy. Once we abandon the “dogma” that there
is a “fundamental cleavage between truths which are analytic, or grounded in meanings ...
and truths which are synthetic, or grounded in fact” (1951a: 20, original emphases), we
can no longer use it to draw a distinction between science and philosophy, as most major
schools of analytic philosophy had done. Whereas Carnap relativized ontological questions
to linguistic frameworks, for example, Quine opened the door to a naturalized metaphys-
ics. Carnap held that the question of whether electrons exist is only meaningful relative
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to a particular linguistic framework, but Quine embraced the view that “physical objects
are real, right down to the most hypothetical of particles” (1981: 33). The key difference
between the two views is their underlying disagreement about analyticity. Carnap distin-
guished between “the acceptance of a language structure and the acceptance of an asser-
tion formulated in the language” (1951b: 71) — the former a practical question, the latter a
theoretical one — but Quine blurred this distinction, arguing that both the decision to adopt
a hypothesis and the decision to adopt a linguistic framework are informed by theoretical
and practical considerations:

It is only by assuming the cleavage between analytic and synthetic truths that [Car-
nap] is able ... to declare the problem of universals to be a matter not of theory but
of linguistic decision. Now I am as impressed as anyone with the vastness of what
language contributes to science and to one’s whole view of the world ... But what
impresses me more than it does Carnap is how well this whole attitude is suited also
to the theoretical hypotheses of natural science itself, and how little basis there is for
a distinction. The lore of our fathers is a fabric of sentences.... It is a pale grey lore,
black with fact and white with convention. But I have found no substantial reasons
for concluding that there are any quite black threads in it, or any white ones.

(1960: 373-74)

Quine, in sum, revived metaphysics without returning to a foundationalist philosophy. He
believed that science is all we have to go on and rejected traditional attempts to disclose the
nature of reality in a science-independent way. In explaining his stance, Quine frequently
appealed to Otto Neurath’s boat metaphor, which pictures our theory of the world as a
boat which we must rebuild plank by plank while staying afloat on the open sea. It is impos-
sible to dock the boat and examine or repair its foundations while firmly standing on shore.

Quine did not just naturalize metaphysics. He also applied his stance to traditional
questions concerning truth, meaning, and justification. One of the best-known applica-
tions is his proposal to naturalize the theory of knowledge. In “Epistemology Naturalized”
(1969a), Quine recommends that philosophers use science to study science. Whereas some
traditional epistemologists have tried to derive scientific theories from sense data, Quine
suggests that a proper theory of knowledge should start with our best scientific theories
about perception and language learning and use these findings to answer the question of
how we have been able to project our theory of the world on such a meager basis (1990: 1).
Though traditional epistemologists would worry that such an enterprise is circular — one
uses scientific knowledge to reconstruct how we came to this very knowledge — Quine sub-
mits that the objection dissolves once we give up on the idea that philosophy should provide
an external foundation for science.

Pluralist challenges

Quine’s views on the relation between science and philosophy have had a tremendous impact
on the analytic tradition. Jaegwon Kim has suggested that it is contemporary philosophy’s
dominant “ideology” (2003: 83) and a recent survey shows that 50.2% of philosophers
accept a naturalist position in metaphilosophy, thereby following Quine’s suggestion that
philosophy ought to be continuous with science (Bourget and Chalmers 2023: 7).° Despite
Quine’s influence, however, there have been quite a few proposals to expand or modify his
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position. One common complaint is that his perspective does not do justice to the rich vari-
ety of practices we find in the sciences. Many naturalists talk about “science” or “scientific
method” simpliciter without recognizing that there is little that all disciplines have in com-
mon. Quine’s position, which relies on a holistic picture of theory testing, is particularly
vulnerable to this critique. In response to his frequent use of Neurath’s boat metaphor, for
example, Hilary Putnam has suggested that it is better to view science as a “fleet of boats”
instead of a single ship (1981: 204). Mario De Caro and David Macarthur have developed
a position they call “liberal naturalism”, which aims to do justice “to the range and diver-
sity of the sciences, including the social and human sciences” as well as to “the plurality of
forms of understanding, including the possibility of non-scientific, nonsupernatural forms
of understanding” (2010: 9).

Penelope Maddy, a philosopher of mathematics, has developed one of the most sophis-
ticated versions of this argument. Her book Naturalism in Mathematics focuses on the
methodological norms regarding axiom choice in set theory and argues that Quine’s holistic
perspective is not satisfactory. Whereas Quine argues that set theorists ought to evaluate
candidate axioms by submitting them to norms “that contribute to the molding of scientific
theories generally” (1990: 95), Maddy’s study of actual set-theoretic practice shows that
mathematicians themselves appeal to very different norms: “crudely, the scientist posits
only those entities without which she cannot account for our observations, while the set
theorist posits as many entities as she can, short of inconsistency” (1997: 194). If Quine
is right that we philosophers should not use an external, a priori standard to refute or
vindicate our scientific theories, Maddy concludes, we should also not enforce an external
standard on mathematics. Set theorists themselves will know best how to evaluate candi-
date axioms, after all:

What I propose here is a mathematical naturalism that extends the same respect to
mathematical practice that the Quinean naturalist extends to scientific practice ...
Where Quine holds that science is not answerable to any supra-scientific tribunal, and
not in need of any justification beyond observation and the hypothetico-deductive
method, the mathematical naturalist adds that mathematics is not answerable to any
extra-mathematical tribunal and not in need of any justification beyond proof and the
axiomatic method.

(Maddy 1997: 194)

Maddy’s naturalism, in short, is pluralistic in nature. Scientific theories should be evalu-
ated using scientific norms, and set-theoretic theories are to be evaluated using set-theoretic
norms. Naturally, similar arguments can be made for other fields of study such as biochem-
istry, sociology, or literature studies.

While Maddy argues that Quine’s position is not pluralistic enough, her mathematical
naturalism has been critiqued for being foo pluralistic. Neil Tennant, for example, has
argued that we only allow mathematicians to use their own norms as long as they deliver
results that are useful for science. If an astrologer were to copy Maddy’s move and suggest
that we should only evaluate their findings using the astrologists’ own criteria, we would be
very reluctant to do so. A fundamentally pluralistic position implies that we should grant
mathematicians absolute autonomy. Maddy, for example, suggests that we should follow
set-theoretic practice, even if mathematicians were to “reject the old maxim against
inconsistency so that both “2 + 2 =4” and “2 + 2 = 5” could be accepted” (1997: 198).
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Tennant, however, claims this is an unacceptable consequence and concludes that we need
Quine’s “unrelenting, naturalizing holism” to do justice to the fact that many domains out-
side mathematics — science, engineering, medical diagnostics, financial markets, etc. — “have
a permanent and legitimate concern in the nature of the norms governing [mathematical]
practice”. What mathematicians do is simply “too important” and must be subject “to out-
side constraints designed to protect everyone’s interests” (Tennant 2000: 328). Putnam, too,
seems to have recognized this need to balance pluralism and holism. Though he preferred
to see science as a fleet of ships rather than a single Neurathian boat, he was no radical
pluralist. He believed that the ships should always be within “signaling distance ... passing
supplies from one boat to another”. There ought to be “both collectivity and individual
responsibility”, but there is no one who maintains oversight. “If we hanker for more”, Put-
nam (1981: 204) wondered, “is that not our old and unsatisfiable yearning for Absolutes?”

Conclusion

Naturalism started out as a revolutionary perspective concerning man’s place in the uni-
verse. Theists and traditional philosophers separate man and nature by appealing to the
divine or the transcendent, but naturalists believe that we are no exception in the natural
history of the world. In the face of our best scientific discoveries, Woodbridge argued, it is
“intellectually impossible to believe that man is not a natural being in the same sense as ani-
mals, plants, and atoms™ (1932: 86, 89). While idealists draw a strict distinction between
the scientific study of nature and philosophical inquiry into the grounds of our moral,
spiritual, and empirical beliefs, Dewey argued that philosophers have “no private store of
knowledge or methods for attaining truth” and must therefore utilize “the best available
knowledge of [their] time and place”, such that their “road is the subject-matter of natural
existence as science discovers and depicts it” (1925: 408).

Naturalism lost much of its revolutionary appeal in the decades after the war. Modern
societies are built on scientific knowledge, and few present-day academics contest the view
that the natural world is self-sufficient. As a result, philosophers began to focus on differ-
ent sets of questions, and naturalism became a position regarding the relation between
science and philosophy more narrowly conceived. While analytic philosophers presuppose
a strict distinction between empirical questions of fact and the philosophical investigation
of language, Quine challenged this dichotomy, arguing that philosophy ought to be con-
tinuous with science. Since naturalists reject the idea that philosophers ought to validate
the results of science, Quine argued, they are at liberty to use these findings in their inquir-
ies. Philosophers have particular interests and methods — like chemists, sociologists, and
historians — but are participants in the scientific enterprise at large.

Notes

1 This section is based on Verhaegh (2025). See Randall (1957) and Jewett (2011) for additional
information about the Columbia school.

2 “Report of the Committee on the Future Planning of the Philosophy Department”, May 25, 1960;
Nagel to Hook, December 3, 1934, Sidney Hook Papers, 22.08, both cited in Verhaegh (2025).

3 Though Carnap never identified as such, some commentators argue that he was a naturalist in
all but name. Carnap believed that philosophy should become “a properly scientific field, where
all work is done according to strict scientific methods and not by means of ‘higher’ or ‘deeper’
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insights” (1934/1987: 46). See Ebbs (2017: Chapter 1). Something similar applies to Otto Neur-
ath. See Uebel (1992).

4 Quine, “General Report of my work as Sheldon Travelling Fellow 1932-1933”, cited in Verhaegh
(2023: 25).

5 Less than a third of the 1785 respondents (31%) described themselves as non-naturalists; 19%
were agnostic, insufficiently familiar with the issue, or thought that the question was too unclear
to answer.
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