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MONISM, NATURALISM AND
NOMINALISM:

Can an Atheist’s World View be Logically Expressed ?

John KING-FARLOQW

SINCE various “Death of God” spokesmen attempted to make merry with
the meanings of crucial terms in the Jewish-Christian tradition, it has often
seemed hard to distinguish sincere believers in a God Who created the world from
sincere atheists. For some befuddled sounding semi-Naturalists claim both to be loyal
to the essence of the Jewish-Christian tradition, and also to be reinterpreting what
they consider dead symbols of the tradition in a up-to-date way. Following Paul
Tillich, they tell us that God is not a Being but Being-Itself. Or, following Rudolf
Bultmann, they serve up ‘demythologised’ versions of Old Testament and Gospel
stories so as to set the stage for riddles about Jesus Christ Superstar. A good many
atheists as well as theists are outraged by such confusings of the old lines of
disagreement and I think they are right to feel annoyed at certain verbal evasions of
serious issues. “But what”, a philosopher of religion may ask at this murky juncture,
“could complete and unadulterated atheism be really like? How can we even say what
should count as a really atheist world-view, when so many people who seem to be
atheists also seem to be preaching what they take to be the proper interpretation of
what atheism traditionally opposed — the Biblical view of man?”” There is, of course,
no single, uniquely satisfactory answer to such questions, but a good track to get on is
suggested by the three philosophical terms “Monism”, *“Naturalism” and “Nomina-
lism”.

“Monism’ when used quantitatively conveys the view that only one thing exists.
“Naturalism”, when wedded by a great atheist like Spinoza to ““Monism”, conveys
the view that only one genuine entity, or individual, or substance — the physical
universe or Nature — really exists. Hence things which we normally treat as distinct
substances (tables, trees, people) are to be looked at more like qualities or
modifications of that one Substance. Thus the union of “Monism” and *“Naturalism”
can serve to express a crucial tenet of much atheism that there is no possible being
corresponding to talk about a Transcendent God, Who is separate from the wordly
things which He creates. When the term *“Nominalism™ is further added to the other
two, many atheists’ views can be brought into sharper focus: *“We do not”, they say,
“want a Transcendent Being or any kind of being to exist outside Nature. And we do
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not want any aspersions cast on Nature as the single, truly integral and self-sufficient
whole. For we do not want nouns or noun phrases in the plural like ‘minds’, ‘values’,
‘functions’, *numbers’, ‘truths’, ‘facts’, ‘classes’, ‘sets’, ‘attributes’, ‘defining proper-
ties’, ‘defining essences’, etc., to mislead traditionally world-fascinated mortals. Such
terms tend to make men look for mysterious entities over and above the concrete
completeness of Nature. Men even begin to think that either there is a Supernatural
Realm of Universals or, worse still, that there is a Divine Mind in which the non-
natural things these terms must stand for can find a safe repose. The meaning of
discourse involving such nouns and noun phrases must be so analyzed that the terms
can be seen by ordinary people to have no super-entities or Substances to refer to.
Thus such nouns will all be seen, at least by the standards of ultimate Substancehood,
to have a Sense but no Reference. By such standards they will be like the capitalised
nouns in ‘I gave him NOTHING’ or ‘They did it for your SAKE’ or ‘You keep
worrying about IMPOSSIBILITIES’.”

Probably the greatest living atheist philosopher in 1973 is Willard Van Orman
Quine of Harvard. Considerably influenced by the late Bertrand Russell, Quine has
tried to work out a consistently Naturalist world view which will enable to think about
ourselves as having no entities to worry about but those acceptable to a physicist. As a
philosopher with strong interests in mathematics, logic, set theory and linguistics, as
well as in physical waves, particles and conglomerates thereof, Quine sought for many
years to find Nominalist methods for explaining away numbers, functions, classes,
attributes, translations and the like within a quantitatively Pluralist world view — a
world view allowing for the distinct existence of many physical things. He long and
bitterly opposed Russell's much earlier willingness to countenance two realms of
beings : the realm of Existence for concrete particulars like green trees and the realm
of Subsistence for universals like Greenness and Treehood. (See Quine [VIII],
Chapter I —; Russell [XIV]). In the pain of his disappointment with earlier techniques
for introducing extreme Nominalism unto a Pluralist ontology and in the heat of his
war on Abstract Entities Quine has recently been led to contemplate some cooling of
his earlier disdain for distinctions of the Existence-Subsistence type.' He has thus
expressed possible willingness to ‘quantify over’ entities in two ways — in one way for
Naturalistically respectable things and in another way as well. ‘Objectual quantifica-
tion’ might thus be limited to agreeably identifiable spatio-temporal chunks and
agreeable numbers of the kind that mathematicians call denumerable. More dubious
and disagreeable entities could be consigned to a Limbo for ‘the values of
substitutionally bound variables’. ?

1. See QuUINE (X), 26ff. (1968) offering some very moving homage to the Naturalism of Dewey [IV],
170-185 (1925). Quine's Neo-Naturalist campaign seemed to remain in full swing during his lectures
to the Institute for Philosophy of Language, given at the University of California, Irvine in July and
August, 1971. But he shocked some listeners by the calm expression of his willingness to *quantify
over' things in two sorts of ways.

2. Aspects of the objectual-substitutional distinction in this closing theme of Quine’s 1971 Institute
lectures — see my footnote 1 — and in more of his presently published and still unpublished work are
discussed by R.W. BinkLey (NOUS IV, 3, 1970); Joun WaLrLace (NOUS, V, 2, 1971);
C.D. Parsons, (Journal of Philosophy, LXVIII, 8, 1971). Cf. QuiNe [X], “Existence and
Quantification™, especially pp. 104-108.
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Perhaps the time has come when Supernaturalism’s sympathisers including
Christians like myself, should try to encourage the articulation of a complete atheist
Naturalism in order to be clearer about where lines of battle should be drawn. Perhaps
some of Spinoza’s ideas are still pertinent.’ I shall suggest then that perhaps, before
resorting to Double Standards of Being,* Naturalists and would-be Nominalists *
should force themselves to defer once more to Ockham’s Razor. They still might try
to save themselves from any undue multiplication and so gain for themselves a noble
tradition by turning to some strands in Spinoza’s Monism. Ontologically speaking,
the Natural Universe might yet be safely taken as the Unique Substance or
Individual. Logically speaking, Nature's ‘name’ or appropriate referring expression
might yet be safely made the unique Grammatical Subject of All Well — Formed
Assertions. This gain, however, would be illusory if the Naturalist had to pay
something like a Parmenidean price for it. Seen as a three-dimensional manifold the
Physical Universe must endure through a good deal of Time and Change: It must
exhibit differing properties differingly related in different places at different times. The
Monist must be able to describe Nature as changing Nature really is — changing.
Otherwise we get a mere ignoratio elenchi 1. Conceived of as a four-dimensional
manifold, Nature must timelessly exhibit different properties which timelessly stand in
different relations vis-a-vis great numbers of spatio-temporal chunks. And the Monist
must be able so to describe Nature without reifying anything but Nature alone —
without making substances of places, times, properties, relations, etc. Or else we get
an ignoratio elenchi 11. (Number I takes us to something other than Naturalism,
Number II to something other than Monism).

In Part I of this essay I shall try to offer a more clear and formalisably fertile
revision of an earlier attempt at articulating Monism in an imaginable natural
language. (The original attempt brought speech that is very rich in adverbs.) Part I1
supplies more clarifications of what a Monist vision could be, together with some
suggestions on how to cultivate this way of ‘seeing Nature’. Certain misconceptions
about what is least controversially factual or true in the intended content of our true
English assertions involving demonstrative expressions and Parts-Wholes talk are
attacked as being indicative of either confusion or wilful Philistinism among
recalcitrant Pluralists. This notion of the least controversially factual or true turns on
a major distinction for realistic semanticising about natural languages given in Part I,
Section C. Part III outlines a regimented Monist language, mercifully shorn of
adverbs but somewhat meagre in non-logical vocabulary, whose Logic and Semantics

3. Quine once replied to a question on Spinozism's behalf, (at the 1971 Institute for Philosophy of

Language), that too much interest in Spinoza’s Naturalism leads one to wallow in some unlovely

modalities. The strands of Spinozism considered here have, 1 hope, been extricated clean away from
Spinoza's more mystifying notions of Rationalist Necessity and Essentialist Determinism.

4. Quine discusses Noun Phrases like “his sake", “my behalf™", “‘miles”, “minutes” etc. at [IX] 244, etc.
But his predilections in 1960 as in 1948 (v. [VIII] Ch. I) for linking quantification and reification led
him into agonies of parsing out : his newer *bifocal’ approach to quantification is surely more sensible.
but still not sensitive enough to commonsense facts about the manifold utilities of Noun Phrases and
‘quantifiers’.

5. Cf. G.J. WARNOCK'S “Metaphysics in Logic” (P.4.S., L, 1950) and Gilbert RYLE's “Meaning and
Necessity” (Philosophy, XXIV, 1949) for some initially helpful remarks on quantification and
reification which sadly lead on to an opposite extreme of dogmatism about logic as a philosophical
tool.
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