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This paper reviews the transition from Quinean to Kripkean views of modality. Ruth 
Barcan Marcus played a central role in this transition, and in this paper her arguments are 
highlighted. The purpose of the paper is to examine the interplay between common sense 
and formal considerations in the debate concerning the nature of modality. 

Quine's philosophy seems most at odds with contemporary philosophy in his attitude 
towards questions of possibility and necessity. He rejects any consideration of 
possibilities that fall beyond the way the world actually is. For Quine, talk of possible 
worlds, counterparts and counterfactuals, is simply misguided. While certain features of 
Quine's naturalism have become relatively standard parts of philosophical practice in 
contemporary philosophy, his views of logic and modality appear strangely old 
fashioned. Quine's view of necessity, possibility, and essence place him in clear 
opposition to some of the most prominent metaphysicians in the second half of the 
twentieth century. Contemporary metaphysics is, in large part, a matter of reasoning 
about the consequences of basic beliefs about necessity and possibility. 

Quine's opposition to modal logic and modal metaphysics rested on arguments whose 
validity has been challenged repeatedly in recent decades. As we come to understand 
some of the shortcomings of Quine's criticisms of modality, it is possible that we will be 
able to separate the broader naturalistic perspective from the anti-modal arguments that 
defined much of Quine's perspective on metaphysics. While Quine's specific criticism of 
modality may have been mistaken, his general philosophical position has a number of 
important implications for metaphysics. 

Naturalism came of age prior to the heyday of modal metaphysics over the past three or 
four decades. As a result, Quine's work is largely disconnected from analytic 
metaphysics as it is currently practiced. The work of philosophers like Kripke, David 
Armstrong, David Lewis, and Alvin Plantinga set the stage for some of the most 
important work in contemporary metaphysics. Kripke, Lewis and Plantinga develop 
metaphysics around certain features of ordinary terms like "can," "must," "possible," 
"necessary," and so on. These modal notions can be understood in formal terms using the 
techniques of modal logic. Since the late l 960s philosophers have developed 
sophisticated accounts of traditional metaphysical notions like identity, essence, and 
causality via the use of modal logic. 

Unfortunately, Quine defined his own pos1t1on in oppos1tlon to philosophers who 
explored modal notions using the techniques of formal logic. He famously denied that 
notions like necessity and possibility can play any significant role in philosophical or 
scientific investigation. Against philosophers like Jaakko Hintikka, Ruth Barcan Marcus, 
and Kripke, Quine argued that realistic interpretations of notions like possibility and 
necessity lead to incoherence. As we shall see, Quine mistakenly believed that realistic 
interpretations of modal notions have no place in legitimate discourse. One of the most 
unfortunate consequences of Quine's denial of modality was its effect on the 
development of a sophisticated naturalistic metaphysics. Historically, it can easily look as 
though Quinean naturalists were on the wrong side of the development of contemporary 
metaphysics. 
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