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Abstract

In this essay, we try to address a fundamental issue in the philosophy
of science, namely the conflict between realism and antirealism in
Quine's philosophy. There seems to be an inner tension in his views
on the question of the reality of unobservable entities or reference of
theoretical terms. In order to refute his seemingly inconsistent
position, we first begin with the concept of ontological commitment,
which he formulated in contrast to the position of his teacher, Carnap.
In the following, by expressing the thesis of "the inscrutability of
reference" and "naturalized epistemology”, we show that there seems
to be a conflict between Quine's views. In the end, even with the
acceptance of non-conflict, Quine's defense of realism is still not
immune to criticism.
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We can summarize the issues of essay by multiple questions.

1. Can ontological questions be divided into external and internal
questions of theory?

To express Quine's position on unobservable entities, we first describe
Carnap's view. In his classic essay on empiricism, semantics, ontology,
Carnap addresses the empiricists' dilemma about abstract entities such as
properties, sets, relationships, numbers, and unobservable entities. For
Carnap, questions of language-independent reality are not real questions.
In the process of choosing language for theory, only practical
considerations are involved, and no decision on entities is made
beforehand. Only by establishing a language and forming a theory within
it are permissible entities accepted without doubt under that linguistic
framework. Quine dismisses Carnap's attempts to logically formulate the
distinction between internal and external questions, and argues that we are
obliged to accept the entities that exist in accepted successful theories.

2- What does ontological commitment mean, regarding the
inscrutability of the reference?

Quine thinks the contradicting the ontological commitment and
inscrutability of the reference stems from a kind of essentialism. In this
view, an object seems to have a fixed essence or nucleus that survives
during changes in the appearance of the object. For an essentialist, the
question is "what is it?" And the question "what is it from the point of
view of a particular theory?" are different questions. For example, different
measurements of the length of the table in front of me do not change the
existence of the table. According to essentialism, not determining the
reference negates the existence of the fixed nature of objects and logically
leads to anti-realism. Quine also considers "What is it?" And "What is it
from the perspective of a particular theory?" as two different questions.
The first question is the first-order ontological question, and the second
question is in the first place an epistemological question. But for Quine,
the two questions are separate about physical objects or observable
objects. In the case of unobservable entities, these two questions are
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intertwined since we do not have any knowledge before and beyond
theory’s description.

3- How to determine the ontological commitments to abstract and
theoretical entities?

Ontological disputes over entities are not meaningless to Quine, but they
do have specific problems. In order to be able to communicate between
the two sides of the conflict, we must take the debate to the area where
we have the most ontological commonalities. But ordinary language
suffers from many distortions and ambiguities. To give the theory a true
picture of the world, we must rewrite the theory with canonical notations.
This rewriting is called theory regimentation. Rewriting in permissible
markup allows for clarifying and simplifying. Vague linguistic identities
and structures can be avoided and the inference process can be refined by
using permissive markup. It is necessary to keep the elements of the theory
to the extent that deduction operations can be performed to make
predictions, and the ambiguous and infertile structures are deducted
automatically.

4- Conflict review and conclusion

In the face of the current conflict, some argue that Quine's position on
ontological relativity and ontological commitment is unquestionable.
However, there are two main criticisms of Quine's argument. First,
Quine's position only states that we are epistemologically and
methodologically "permissible" to believe in theoretical identities. But this
permissibility does not constitute a positive defense of realism. The realist
must be able to provide an "explanation" for the ontological commitment
to theoretical identities.

In addition, we can still take the anti-realistic reasons for the theory
seriously. Quine's whole claim to realism is summed up in the fact that we
cannot justifiably deny the theoretical identities of current successful
theories. But the only reason for Antirealists is not epistemological
reasons, which can be ruled out by emphasizing the scientific roots of
epistemological analysis. Specifically, antirealists look at historical studies
and the emergence and elimination of theoretical identities in the long
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history of science. The history of science has shown the decline of many
theories. Many theories have been completely destroyed and replaced by
different structures. Although these historical claims themselves are
subject to other criticisms, and in practice the debate between the camps
of realism and antirealism is still open, it seems that "historical intuition"
from a closer look at the history of scientific theories makes us cautious

about our ontological commitment.
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