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supernatural). In this article, I argue that RMN cannot do its main job as a stipulation,
namely, the job of guarding against present and future “dead-end” explanatory
paradigms and encouraging consideration of promising novel explanations. RMN
cannot do this job because of two well-known problems: what I call the intelligibility
and truth-seeking problems. My argument proceeds in three basic stages: (1) a brief
rundown of RMN, in the interest of clarifying the sort of position I have in mind; (2) a
recasting of the intelligibility and truth-seeking problems for RMN in case studies from
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Keywords: philosophy of science, methodological naturalism, scientific explanation,
epistemology, history of science, Hempel’s dilemma, intellectual history,
philosophy of nature

here is a special prestige afforded
I to explanations that are reasonably
regarded as scientific, and for good
reason. The progress of scientific institu-
tions, practices, methodologies, and theories
are among the finest achievements of our
species’ history. We therefore have a special
interest in clarifying the conditions under
which this progress was achieved, and in-
deed those under which it might continue
in present and future science. The develop-
ment of methodological naturalism (MN) is
one particularly well-regarded attempt to
contribute to this venerable, wide-ranging
project of delineating the past, present, and
future boundaries of science, specifically
with respect to the task of explanation. But
this regard is misplaced —or so I will argue
here.

Broadly construed, methodological natu-
ralism (MN) is “the stipulation within a
domain of study to offer explanations only
in terms of natural phenomena.”! That is,
within MN, for any phenomena x and y in
a given epistemic domain, if x explains y,
then x is natural. The doctrine can be stated
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negatively as well, with reference to its con-
trary: for any phenomena x and y in a given
epistemic domain, if x explains y, then x is
not supernatural.

There is a large and growing literature in
the philosophy of science on the nature
and viability of MN as a stipulation. The
distinction between MN and metaphysical
naturalism is significant, for example, since
metaphysical naturalism is (roughly) the
view that only natural things exist. There
is no straightforward logical connection
between MN and metaphysical naturalism,
given (among other things) the possibil-
ity of anti-realist accounts of explanation,
although there is considerable debate about
the relationship of the former to the latter.?

Variations of MN are “strong” or “un-
restricted” in direct proportion to the size of
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the explanatory domain covered by the stipulation. So,
for example, a purely unrestricted methodological nat-
uralism (UMN) is a stipulation governing all forms of
explanation, whereas “weak” or “restricted” versions of
MN govern only certain sorts of explanatory enterprises
(e.g., scientific explanations, in particular).

This article concerns one version of restricted method-
ological naturalism (RMN): the stipulation that, within
the epistemic domain of scientific inquiry, if x explains
y, then x is natural (that is, not supernatural). I argue
that RMN cannot do its main job as a heuristic, namely,
the job of (a) guarding against present and future
“dead-end” explanatory paradigms, and (b) encourag-
ing consideration of promising novel explanations. The
reason RMN cannot do this job is because of two well-
known problems: what I call the (1) intelligibility and
(2) truth-seeking problems, respectively.® While these
problems for all forms of naturalism are well known,
I sharpen them by reframing them in light of the above-
mentioned task of RMN as a heuristic for scientific
inquiry. Specifically, I argue that RMN has an intelligi-
bility problem if it is only as heuristically informative
as an obviously fatuous alternative—what I call good
theory-ism (GT), the stipulation within the domain of
scientific inquiry to offer only “good” explanations.
Correlatively, I argue that RMN has a truth-seeking
problem if there is reason to think that it encourages
dead-end explanatory paradigms or serves as an ob-
stacle in the way of promising novel explanations.

My argument proceeds in three basic stages: (1) a brief
rundown of different versions of MN, in the interest of
clarifying the sort of position I have in mind; (2) a recast-
ing of the intelligibility and truth-seeking problems for
RMN in light of pertinent examples in historical and
present science; and (3) some final remarks about why
the staying power of these problems shouldn’t surprise
us in light of recent work on the intellectual history of
naturalism.

Ultimately, I argue that RMN faces a dilemma: either
it is just as uninformative as good theory-ism, or it is
a potential hindrance to scientific progress. And if this
is right, of course, then RMN should be rejected.

What Is Restricted Methodological

Naturalism?

The literature on MN is large and unwieldy, and so it
is not easy to say exactly what the view amounts to.
While adherents all subscribe to the preference for natu-
ral rather than supernatural explanations as previously
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stated, it is not at all clear what the precise claims are,
how they are justified, or what is implied epistemically.
Miles Donahue has done a great service to this debate
by identifying two relevant categorical distinctions:
intrinsic (vs. provisional) MN;* and restricted (vs. unre-
stricted) MN.? The former distinction features answers
to the question of whether MN is an essential feature of
scientific explanation — past, present, and future (intrin-
sic) —or instead whether MN simply happens to have been
a useful stipulation in the past, even if defeasible (pro-
visional). But it is the latter distinction (restricted vs.
unrestricted) that interests me here, since it is the par-
ticular, restricted domain of scientific explanation that
I want to consider.

My concern here is to present a renewed case against all
forms of RMN. To the extent that the present argument
is successful, I will have identified some core reasons to
be suspicious of RMN as a heuristic for past, present,
and future scientific explanation.

The Intelligibility Problem

As nearly everyone contributing to this literature
realizes, RMN as a stipulation requires at least some
accounting for the distinction between natural and
supernatural explanations. Obviously, if we are going
to limit our consideration to natural explanatory posits
when doing science, we need to know what the terms
“natural” and “supernatural” mean in the relevant con-
texts. But just how intelligible do these terms have to be,
exactly?

Responses to the intelligibility problem

Some have tried to offer definitional accounts. For
example, Peter van Inwagen and David Armstrong
offer “object-based” definitional accounts of the term
“natural” in terms of that which is contained in or con-
stituted by space and time in some way.® Others offer
“theory-based” definitional accounts in terms of what
is postulated by standardized theories in well-regarded
scientific enterprises such as contemporary physics.”

But there is a well-known problem with definitional
accounts that is captured in “Hempel’s dilemma” —
a notorious one for naturalism and its close relatives,
physicalism or materialism:®

If [the natural] is defined via reference to contem-
porary physics, then it is false — after all, who thinks
that contemporary physics is complete? —but if [the
natural] is defined via reference to a future or ideal
physics, then it is trivial —after all, who can predict
what a future physics contains?’
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This formulation of Hempel’s dilemma seems to apply
both to object- and theory-based definitions of “natu-
ral.” In the case of object-based definitions, any account
of a unified spatiotemporal domain will require specific
content to be meaningful.’’ But the principal sources of
this content—that is, contemporary physical theories
that are surely at least partially false!!—countenance
explanatory phenomena that are either mischaracter-
ized or fail to exist altogether. In the case of theory-based
definitions, the problem is even more straightforward,
since (again) what counts as a well-regarded physical
theory today could be consigned to the dustbin of scien-
tific history tomorrow.'? If what we seek is a meaning of
the term “natural” that could be useful for the purposes
of MN as a stipulation, then these accounts leave much
to be desired.

Indeed, the problems posed by Hempel's dilemma
for purported accounts of the natural-supernatural
distinction have driven many, if not most, recent con-
tributors to this literature to abandon a definitional
approach entirely.”® This is the reason that others
adopt a non-definitional approach to making the dis-
tinction intelligible. In the non-definitional approach,
positive definitions of “natural” are elided in favor of
informative contrasts with certain paradigmatically
“supernatural” phenomena, such as irreducible or oth-
erwise fundamental mental phenomena,'* entities of
popular mythology, or God.” In this non-definitional
strategy, natural phenomena are precisely those that
are not these paradigmatically supernatural entities.
Graham Oppy offers one such approach:

Suppose I give you the following list: angels, ani-
mals, atoms, cells, demons, fairies, galaxies, ghosts,
goblins, gods, mermaids, molecules, planets, plants,
protons, quarks, stars, vampires, werewolves, and
zombies. If I ask you to sort these into the natural
and the non-natural, ..., you will have no trouble
producing exactly the same list that other compe-
tent ordinary language users produce. This shared
competence is all that we need to appeal to in order
to justify the claim that the notion of natural reality
has substantive content.*®

For Oppy and other non-definitional strategists, natu-
ralism need not demand more intelligibility from the
term “natural” than such exercises of intuitive compe-
tence evidence. Even if we can’t spell out the differences
in a precise and general way, we know that animals,
atoms, and the like are natural, since they are obviously
not like supernatural things such as goblins and mer-
maids in the relevant respects. And if we can reliably
distinguish these things in this intuitive way, then we
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have all the intelligibility we need to fund RMN as a
heuristic for epistemic ventures such as scientific theo-
rizing. But is this enough??”

Good theory-ism and RMN

Unlike metaphysical naturalism, MN does not need to
posit that only natural phenomena exist; it simply needs
to stipulate a limit on what sorts of explanatory posits are
licit in a given epistemic venture. And, unlike UMN,
RMN does not need to stipulate any limitations on non-
scientific explanatory posits. What RMN does need to do
is provide adequate heuristic guidance as a stipulation
for properly scientific explanatory enterprises.’® If it can-
not even do that, then it is not clear what work it would
do as a stipulation. And if this is right, then we have
good reason to demand as much intelligibility from the
term “natural” as this task requires. My claim, then, is
that RMN cannot deliver on this particular task. Here is
one way to think about it.

Consider good theory-ism (GT). Like RMN, GT is a stip-
ulation about what kinds of explanatory posits are licit
in any given scientific enterprise. GT is the stipulation
that, for any x and y in the domain of scientific theoriz-
ing, if x explains y, then x is a good explanation. Now,
you might ask, what makes an explanation “good”? It is
a simple enough matter for apologists of GT: although
we can't give necessary and sufficient conditions in a
general way, in GT good explanations are made intel-
ligible by contrast with bad explanations, and there
are certain paradigmatic cases of each that we can all
recognize. Suppose you are given the following list of
explanatory posits: phlogiston, kinetic energy, quarks,
luminiferous aether, and others. If I ask you to sort
these into good and bad explanations, you will have
no trouble producing exactly the same list as others
who happen to be familiar with the relevant terms.
This shared competence —reason our GT apologists —is
all that we need to justify the claim that the notion of
“good explanation” has substantive content."

Obviously, this shouldn’t satisfy those who are inter-
ested in the task of developing a unifying heuristic for
scientific inquiry. GT is fatuous, since it provides almost
no such heuristic value. And while this result is not
surprising given that GT is a joke rather than a first-
order theory with apologists, what I want to suggest is
that the above parallel provides a clear and reasonable
standard by which we can operationalize the intelligi-
bility problem for RMN. That is, we should demand
significantly more content from the terms “natural” and
“supernatural” in RMN than are provided by “good”
and “bad” in GT. Put another way, if a stipulation is
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going to provide heuristic guidance for what sorts of
explanatory posits are licit in scientific theorizing, then
it should do a better job than GT.

But can RMN meet this standard? The above parallel
suggests that it does not, prima facie. And this is true
even if, at some very trivial level, we should all be advo-
cates of GT. Neither (non-definitional) RMN nor GT
says anything about cases that are not explicitly men-
tioned as paradigmatic, and thus it is unclear why the
undefined intuition behind the natural-supernatural
distinction in RMN would somehow generalize better
than its good-bad counterpart in GT. That is, it is not
clear that the RMN stipulation would outperform GT
when it comes to guarding against future pseudoscien-
tific explanatory posits or encouraging consideration of
promising novel explanations.? But, this is precisely the
work that such a stipulation is supposed to do.

Now a defender of RMN might reply as follows:?' even
if non-definitional accounts like Oppy’s can appeal only
to paradigm cases when it comes to the term “natu-
ral,” this is no problem for RMN as a stipulation, since
we understand the meaning of certain terms via para-
digm cases all the time —even in stipulations. After all,
nobody bats an eye when it comes to stipulations such
as “do the right thing” or “believe the best theory,”
even when it would be difficult or impossible to come
up with necessary and sufficient conditions for terms
such as “right” and “best.” Indeed, comparatively
respectable stipulations such as “inference to the best
explanation” (IBE) are closer to GT than it might seem
at first glance. After all, what is IBE other than a stipu-
lative preference for the best (and, therefore, for good)
explanations available?

In response, we should note, of course, that this is
true: we use terms we can’t define all the time, and we
do so reasonably well. When someone says that we
should “do the right thing,” we obviously don’t think
that this is a tofally unintelligible thing to say. But it
seems equally obvious that such stipulations are not
going to offer much in the way of informative, heu-
ristic value for our moral decision-making. The same
seems to be true for Oppy’s non-definitional RMN
account—it is not fotally unintelligible, but if it pur-
ports to be a unifying heuristic for present and future
scientific explanation, we are going to need more than
just a handful of paradigm cases to do the relevant job,
namely, the aforementioned job of (a) guarding against
present and future “dead-end” explanatory paradigms,
and (b) encouraging consideration of promising novel
explanations.
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Further, it is important to note that comparatively well-
regarded IBE accounts of scientific explanation are
not similar to RMN (or even GT!) in this respect: seri-
ous developments of IBE appeal to appropriately general
virtues of scientific explanation such as empirical ade-
quacy, consistency, unification, fertility, and so forth
when it comes to lending intelligibility to terms such
as “better” and “worse.””? Such general features are
precisely what is missing in non-definitional versions
of RMN and precisely what is needed for the relevant
heuristic task of the stipulation.

It might also be argued that even if the respective intu-
itions behind the laundry lists of RMN and GT do not
immediately seem to differ notably in terms of their
heuristic value, RMN enjoys an advantage over GT at
least in the sense that the extension of its critical term
(“natural”) is likely narrower than that of GT (“good”).
After all, at least in terms of logical possibility, the set of
“good” explanatory posits is surely much, much larger
than the set of “natural” explanatory posits. And, ceteris
paribus, a narrower range of logically possible candidate
explanations is more useful for heuristic purposes than
a broader one. Therefore, at least in this sense, RMN
might outperform GT in terms of intelligibility.

But it is difficult to know how to offer a rejoinder to
this point in the absence of something like a definition
or explication® of the term “natural.” While it might
be true that “natural” has a narrower extension than
“good,” it is not obvious why this narrowness would be
especially relevant to the heuristic value of RMN over
GT. Indeed, even if we agree for the sake of argument
that it is relevant, nothing seems to foreclose the pos-
sibility that RMN has barely more heuristic value than
GT. This would hardly be a ringing endorsement for
RMN, given that GT is more obviously fatuous.

The intelligibility problem might be enough to call into
question the viability of RMN as a stipulation for sci-
entific inquiry, but the case against it builds ever more
ominously when it is considered together with another
well-known problem for RMN: the truth-seeking
problem.

The Truth-Seeking Problem

The truth-seeking problem for RMN pertains not to the
intelligibility of its critical terms, but rather its ability to
be an aid to scientific progress. Truth-seeking is a prob-
lem for MN to the extent that the stipulative limiting to
natural explanatory posits in the sciences either (a) fails
to ward off pseudoscientific or otherwise unscientific
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explanatory posits, or (b) closes off consideration of
promising novel explanatory posits. As Bradley Monton
puts it,

If science really is permanently committed to meth-
odological naturalism, it follows that the aim of
science is not generating true theories. Instead, the
aim of science would be something like: generating
the best theories that can be formulated subject to
the restriction that the theories are naturalistic ...
I maintain that science is better off without being
shackled by methodological naturalism.*

In other words, if RMN hurts scientific progress more
than it helps,” then it is not clear why we should affirm
it. Science should be more interested in understanding
the world than being acceptably “naturalist.”

Responses to the truth-seeking problem

Donahue argues that RMN avoids the truth-seeking
problem, since its specified epistemic domain is that of
scientific investigation, and “one can only determine the
range of scientific investigation on the basis of a posteriori
considerations.”? The idea is that when we appropri-
ately delimit the epistemic domain of scientific inquiry,
it becomes much easier to defend RMN as a stipula-
tion. For example, cosmic fine-tuning is a traditional
area of inquiry that regularly features “supernatural”
explanatory posits that many take to deserve seri-
ous consideration, if not outright adoption.” While
advocates of UMN have trouble accommodating such
a situation without significant revisionist redescrip-
tion,”® RMN offers a plausible, accommodative account
by acknowledging that such areas of inquiry feature
(legitimate) questions that simply go beyond what sci-
ence can deal with. In RMN, the stipulative limit to
natural explanatory posits remains on such a view, but
only within the appropriately humble remit of science.
Indeed, as John Perry and Sarah Lane Ritchie assure us,

a scientist will not ... invent a naturalistic ex-
planation in order to preserve an overarching
metaphysical [or methodological, presumably] nat-
uralist worldview. A good scientist understands
that “I don’t know” or “I don’t know yet” is always
a valid answer.”

At least one problem with this approach is that it
requires some accounting for the remit of scientific
inquiry —a task that is difficult (if not impossible) to
accomplish in advance of the progress of science.*
Indeed, a significant part of the success story of the
modern sciences is precisely the (unanticipated) expan-
sion of its remit, and so any sort of stipulation that
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requires knowledge of preset boundaries is likely to run
up against a different version of the truth-seeking prob-
lem —one that arises because of some over- (or under-)
confidence about the remit of the sciences.

But there is a more pressing problem with RMN: we
have clear examples from the history of science to sug-
gest that relevantly similar stipulations fail to overcome
the truth-seeking problem.

Newtonian gravitation and Quinean
behaviorism: Case studies of the truth-
seeking problem

Perhaps the most obvious problem—and the one that
is often cited in the literature on naturalism®— concerns
the stipulations of the so-called “mechanical philoso-
phy” of the 17th century with respect to the development
of Newton's theory of gravitation. According to influ-
ential authors representing this prevailing mechanical
philosophy,* it is impossible for two spatially separated
bodies to act causally on one another “at a distance” —
that is, without some sort of mediating matter. Yet, the
most natural interpretation of Newtonian gravity is that
it is a “force” that enables precisely this sort of action at
a distance. For example, it is very difficult to make sense
of Newton’s law of universal gravitation—that every
massive object attracts every other massive object in the
universe with a force that is proportional to the product
of their masses and inversely proportional to the square
of the distance between their centers of mass—without
the possibility of action at a distance.

As it happens, this very discrepancy between the
“mechanistic” stipulation on causal explanation proved
to be an important objection to Newton’s theory.
Andrew Janiak summarizes the situation as follows:

The mechanist criticisms of the Principia are legion
and involve numerous philosophical issues. One es-
pecially subtle and deep criticism, raised by Leibniz
among others, highlights the question of whether
forces such as gravity exist. It does so by suggest-
ing that Newton's treatment of gravity saddles him
with a dilemma. If Newton contends that gravity
exists, he must admit that material bodies act on
one another at a distance, thereby violating a cru-
cial norm of the mechanical philosophy (in all its
guises). However, if Newton seeks to avoid action at
a distance, as all of his contemporaries do, he must
admit that gravity does not exist, and that he has
therefore failed to discover the cause of the previ-
ously disparate celestial and terrestrial phenomena
unified by his gravitational theory.*
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It seems difficult to avoid the implication that this
mechanist objection to Newton's theory is precisely
an example of a stipulation that is guilty of closing off
consideration of a promising novel explanatory posit
(in this case, gravity as a fundamental force). Indeed,
Newton himself rejects action at a distance many times
throughout his writing career, creating a rather awk-
ward relationship with his own theory.®

But even if we agree that this a priori stipulation on
causal explanation in the mechanical philosophy turned
out to get in the way of scientific progress, its connec-
tion to contemporary versions of naturalism might not
be obvious. After all, just because one stipulation on
explanatory posits (that is, the mechanical philosophy)
had a truth-seeking problem at a critical moment in
history of scientific progress, it doesn’t mean that natu-
ralism must also have a truth-seeking problem.

The point is well taken, as it is clearly true that natu-
ralism and the mechanical philosophy are not identical
stipulations. But identity is surely too high a bar when
it comes to looking to the history of science for such
lessons. After all, contemporary naturalism is contem-
porary, not historical. What we should be looking for
instead are relevant similarities between past stipulations
and contemporary naturalism. If the mechanical philos-
ophy’s rejection of the possibility of action at a distance
is relevantly similar to contemporary naturalism, then
we are in a better position to make judgments about the
quality of the latter as a heuristic for scientific inquiry.

And it certainly seems that the mechanical philosophy’s
rejection of action at a distance is, in fact, relevantly sim-
ilar to contemporary versions of naturalism. After all, as
others have pointed out, the rejection of action at a dis-
tance was understood to be a rejection of what we today
would call “spooky” physical forces and other explana-
tory posits—one of the key motivations of naturalism
in all of its varieties.*® Nowhere is the point clearer than
in a now-famous letter from Leibniz to Samuel Clarke,
which is worth quoting at length:

But then what does [Newton] mean when he will
have the sun attract the globe of the earth through
an empty space? Is it God himself that performs
it? But this would be a miracle if ever there was
any. This would surely exceed the powers of crea-
tures ... That means of communication (he says) is
invisible, intangible, not mechanical. He might as
well have added inexplicable, unintelligible, pre-
carious, groundless, and unprecedented. But it is
regular (the author says), it is constant, and conse-
quently natural. I answer that it cannot be regular
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without being reasonable, nor natural unless it can
be explained by the natures of creatures. If the
means which causes an attraction properly so called
are constant and at the same time inexplicable by
the powers of creatures, and yet are true, it must be
a perpetual miracle, and if it is not miraculous, it is
false.’”

Now admittedly this is just one letter, but surely it
captures something like the spirit of the discrepancy
between the mechanical philosophy’s account of causal
explanation and Newtonian gravitation. Because it is
not “mechanical” (that is, it offers no account of local
causation), Leibniz reasons, Newtonian gravity is a
“perpetual miracle” beyond the scope of intelligible
causes. Indeed, remarkably for our purposes, it is
supernatural in the sense that it lies beyond all possible
creaturely natures to explain.

If Leibniz’s objection to Newton’s theory is not an
example of a stipulation that is relevantly similar to con-
temporary naturalism in the history of science, then it is
not clear what would count as such. Had the mechani-
cal philosophy prevailed in its rejection of “spooky”
explanatory posits, the progress of science would have
suffered. In short, there was a truth-seeking problem
with the mechanical philosophy —and for reasons that
are suspiciously similar to contemporary naturalism.

But refusing promising novel explanations is only one
way to be a bad heuristic for scientific progress. It is also
possible that stipulations on explanatory posits could
encourage a more positive bias toward flawed theoreti-
cal paradigms. Are there examples from the history of
science that are guilty on this count and relevantly simi-
lar to RMN? Once again, the affirmative position seems
inviting.

Although perhaps less striking than the case of the
mechanical philosophy and Newtonian gravitation, the
late nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth century para-
digm of behaviorism in psychology is arguably another
cautionary tale when it comes to the truth-seeking
problem. Indeed, the motivations behind behavior-
ism are arguably even closer to those of RMN than the
mechanical philosophy with respect to Newton, given
the critical influence of the Darwinian revolution on
naturalism as a program in the philosophy of science.®
Indeed, as Gary Hatfield points out in a condensed
history of behaviorism, most of the paradigm-mak-
ing theorists understood Darwinian functionalism as
specifying a condition on explanatory posits in psy-
chology: “all forswore introspection and made learned
changes in behaviour the primary subject matter and
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explanatory domain.”* Put another way, the “logic
of naturalism” stipulates that psychological terms are
explanatory or “theoretically valid” to the extent that
they have a “behaviorally grounded analysis.”*

Now it should be noted that at least some impor-
tant behaviorists did countenance explanantia that
we might deem supernatural today—for example,
irreducibly mental or otherwise non-mechanistic phe-
nomena.* Indeed, it suggests the difficulties presented
by the aforementioned intelligibility problem. But suf-
fice it to say that the broader history of behaviorism as
a paradigm certainly evidences its close kinship with
naturalism. To venture a historical generalization, we
might say that behaviorism was behaviorism just to the
extent that it was naturalistic in spirit — with increasingly
austere positivist and eventually Quinean banishments
of the “non-physical” (often a euphemism for the super-
natural) from the explanatory domain entirely.*?

But, of course, few working psychologists today would
fail to recognize that behaviorism—especially in its
explicitly naturalistic expressions in positivism and
Quine — proved to be a dead end:

After being the dominant paradigm in American
psychology for some decades, behaviorism was
overtaken by a variety of research results that
yielded anomalies revealing its limitations as an
overall account of psychological functioning. These
evidential failures led to the “cognitive revolution”
and to a resurgence of biological approaches. These
anomalies included evidence of complex planful
cognitive behavior that is teleologically ordered
even in rats let alone humans, the reality and im-
portance of unconscious semantic processing and
conscious imagery, and startlingly strong evidence
of biological preparedness to learn and to maintain
certain kinds of learned behavior in ways not in ac-
cord with classic learning theory. The net result was
that, rather than being a dominant default view,
behavioral accounts had to be demonstrated to be
useful in each domain to which they were applied.*

To the extent that behaviorism sought to explain cogni-
tive or otherwise mental phenomena armed solely with
posits from the Darwinian functionalist domain—and
to the extent that it was a theory moved by the heuristic
exigencies of naturalism —it is at least plausible to think
that we have another relevantly similar example from
the history of science. In other words, it sounds a lot
like naturalism misleading scientific inquiry.

In response, it might be argued that the eclipse of
behaviorism in psychology is evidence not so much of a
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“wrong path” for science but of a paradigm shift. After
all, the history of scientific progress is in many ways a
story of such paradigm shifts. Even Newtonian gravita-
tion was eclipsed by general relativity.

I certainly grant that the eclipse of a theoretical para-
digm is not evidence of that theory’s being a “dead
end” for scientific inquiry. F = ma is perhaps the most
productive and brilliant generalization in the history
of science. Ultimately, the question of whether behav-
iorism was more like a dead end than a productive
theoretical paradigm that was ultimately overcome is
not a question I can credibly answer here.* But the case
for the former seems compelling prima facie, especially
when compared to its Newtonian counterpart. There
is nothing in the history of behaviorism that compares
when it comes to explanatory posits that are both novel
and productive. Indeed, if anything, the hallmark com-
mitments of behaviorism were precisely to shut down
theoretically productive lines of inquiry —for example,
introspection as a method of data collection, irreducibly
mental causation, and others —in the process of extend-
ing the Darwinian functionalist explanatory program.®

But, again, the point is not to get bogged down in the
details here. If these examples show that it is even plau-
sible to think that something like RMN as a stipulation
could do more harm than good as a heuristic for scien-
tific inquiry, then there is a truth-seeking problem. And
it seems quite clear that this is plausible indeed, given
these prominent examples.*

Heuristic for Science or Reactionary
Disposition?

So RMN comes with some deep and abiding problems
as a stipulation. It is not clear whether it is sufficiently
intelligible as a thesis; even if it is, there are reasons to
think that it does more harm than good when it comes
to at least certain key episodes in the history of scientific
progress. In short, RMN doesn’t do its job.

But there is more that we can say here to drive home
the point. In his magisterial treatment of the intellectual
history of naturalism, Peter Harrison points out that
founding figures of the naturalist turn in the philosophy
of science such as Thomas Henry Huxley popularized
the (vacuous or false) claim that the history of science
features a perennial struggle between “naturalism” and
“supernaturalism” as competing epistemic disposi-
tions.* Riding the Darwinian revolution in biology and,
critically, a renewed effort to wrest control of English
institutions of knowledge production from the Church
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of England,* Huxley’s “founding myth” of naturalism
as an epistemic heuristic gained traction. It is in this
fundamentally reactionary context that we have to
understand the invention of naturalism as a movement
in philosophy and the sciences.*

While it is beyond my purposes to rehearse this compli-
cated intellectual history, Harrison’s story of naturalism
as a fundamentally reactionary disposition with respect
to contingent historical circumstances is profoundly rel-
evant to contemporary philosophical accounts of RMN.
It is remarkable to consider, for example, how promi-
nently the American intelligent design debates feature
in this literature.*® Indeed, some even outright adopt
solutions to the intelligibility problem by defining natu-
ralism as a view in which explanatory appeals to God,
specifically, are ruled out within the respective domains
of special sciences.”

Indeed, against the background of Harrison’s story,
even ostensibly more fair-minded approaches such as
Oppy’s abovementioned non-definitional strategy for
solving the intelligibility problem also seem implicated
as reactionary. To see this, consider the possibility that
the reason we can all agree that quarks are natural and
ghosts supernatural has less to do with some sort of
intuitive sense of the scientifically respectable and more
to do with contingent historical circumstances given to
us by a specific culture’s folklore. That folklore could
have been different, obviously, and if Oppy’s non-
definitional strategy is all we have to go on, so would
the corresponding heuristic for scientific inquiry.

But this is a bad result. If RMN is what it purports to
be—a viable heuristic for scientific inquiry —surely it
cannot simply amount to a rejection of highly contin-
gent historical circumstances, such as the Church of
England’s power in the 19th-century British academy or
controversies in American fundamentalist circles in the
20th century. A reactionary disposition toward these
very particular episodes in the history of science does
not make a viable, unifying heuristic for scientific expla-
nation in general. We don’t want our understanding of
science to depend on such things.

If Harrison is right, it is no surprise that naturalism
(and therefore RMN) suffers from the intelligibility and
truth-seeking problems. The problems of one episode
of scientific inquiry can be quite different from those of
others, after all, and so, if a heuristic for science is what
is sought, then there is no substitute for something
more positive. It is not my business here to give such an
account, but if the preceding argument is correct, RMN
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is unlikely to look much like naturalism at all —unless,
of course, broad appeals to the aforementioned explan-
atory virtues such as empirical adequacy, explanatory
breadth, simplicity, and others, and strategies pertain-
ing to inference to the best explanation (IBE), as, for
example, Steve Petersen, count as naturalistic.” In other
words, RMN might escape the two abovementioned
problems, but only to the extent that it abandons its
specifically and recognizably naturalistic content. The
resulting conclusion is surely something like the fol-
lowing one from Timothy Williamson published in a
popular New York Times article:

Naturalism tries to condense the scientific spirit
into a philosophical theory. But no theory can re-
place that spirit, for any theory can be applied in an
unscientific spirit, as a polemical device to reinforce
prejudice. Naturalism as dogma is one more enemy
of the scientific spirit.®®

For those interested in the project of delineating the
boundaries of scientific explanation, RMN ought to be
rejected.

Conclusion

I have argued that if RMN as a stipulation purports to
offer any heuristic value to scientific inquiry, it cannot
avoid two classic problems —what I call the intelligibil-
ity and truth-seeking problems. Illustrative examples of
relevantly similar stipulations suggest as much, as does
the broader history of naturalism as a paradigm in the
history of the philosophy of science. We should reject
RMN for many of the same well-known reasons that we
reject other, less “restricted” versions of naturalism.
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could be licit in principle (i.e., if they satisfy conditions speci-
fied by IBE criteria). One wonders whether this is naturalism
at all. See Steve Petersen, “A Normative Yet Coherent Natu-
ralism,” Philo 17, no. 1 (2014): 77-91, https:/ / philarchive.org
/archive/ PETANY.

5Timothy Williamson, “What Is Naturalism?,” The New York
Times, September 4, 2011, https://archive.nytimes.com
/opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/09/04/what-is
-naturalism/.
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