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Introduction:

What, if anything, distinguishes philosophical explanations from scientific explanations?  Are the only legitimately answerable empirical questions those that can be answered via the methods of testing and confirmation of the natural sciences?  This paper examines the third chapter of Robert Almeder’s book Harmless Naturalism,
 where we find a novel attempt to distinguish philosophical explanations from scientific explanations in a way that purportedly avoids both apriorism and scientism.  After discussing Almeder's distinction between explicitly testable scientific explanations and implicitly testable philosophical explanations (§I), I will present two criticisms of his position.  The first comes in the form of a reductio ad absurdum.  Here I show that if we adopt implicit testability as a necessary condition for philosophical explanations, we are forced to concede that many of the subjects that have traditionally been placed under the rubric of philosophy—e.g., ethics, metaphysics, existentialism, phenomenology, and aesthetics—are not really philosophical subjects after all (§II).   And while I find all of these cases interesting in their own right, for my purposes it will be sufficient to focus primarily on how adopting Almeder’s condition would affect our treatment of ethics.  The goal of this first criticism is to show that if philosophical claims must be implicitly empirically testable as Almeder suggests, and normative ethical claims are not testable in this manner, these claims are non-philosophical in the strictest sense—an undesirable and seemingly absurd consequence by my lights.    
Nevertheless, because Almeder admittedly has a few ways of avoiding the reductio, I will spend more time developing my second criticism of his position.   Here I show that Almeder’s distinction between scientific and philosophical explanations is not sufficiently strong enough to provide philosophy with the kind of “robust autonomy” he envisions (§III).  Once we flesh out his distinction we find that while there may be implicitly testable philosophical questions to be asked, there are seemingly only explicitly testable scientific answers to be had.  If my analysis is correct, Almeder’s attempt to avoid scientism is unsuccessful.  
I

In Harmless Naturalism, Almeder claims that in order for an explanation to be scientific it must make explicit predictions about some empirical phenomena, predictions that are implied by the offered explanation and that can be tested empirically.  As he says: 

"X is explicitly empirically testable [i.e., scientific] at time t" =df "Somebody at time t states, or is able to state, in detail specific test conditions for X by appeal to public observational data implied by X, data the occurrence or non-occurrence of which would, under standard provisos and specific conditions implied by X, tend to confirm or disconfirm either X or X's logical contradictory; and the specification meets, or would meet, with the general approval of the scientific community."

We must be careful, however, not to conflate two logically distinct kinds of explicit empirical testability.  On the one hand, scientists may be able to explicitly state specific test conditions for a scientific hypothesis without actually conducting any experiments to test the hypothesis.  In these cases we can correctly say that the hypothesis is explicitly testable even though it is not actually tested.  Let’s call this kind of testability notional-explicit-testability.  On the other hand, there are cases where scientists are not only able to explicitly state the test conditions for a given hypothesis, but they actually conduct experiments to test the hypothesis as well.  Let’s call this kind of testability actual-explicit-testability.  

To see the problem with adopting actual-explicit-testability rather than notional-explicit-testability as a necessary condition for scientific hypotheses, consider the following two scenarios:  In one world there is a scientist (S1) who has formulated a hypothesis (H1) to explain the retrograde motion of celestial bodies in the night sky.  Furthermore, imagine that S1 has obtained a grant to conduct experiments in an attempt to verify or falsify H1.  In this case, we would quite naturally say that H1 is a scientific hypothesis.  Now imagine that in another world there is a similarly minded scientist (S2) attempting to explain the very same phenomena (i.e., retrograde motion) with the very same hypothesis (H2).  The sole difference between H1 and H2 is that S2 lacks the resources—either financial or technological—to test H2.  
Yet, if we adopt actual-explicit-testability as a necessary condition of scientific hypotheses, then we are forced to say that H2, unlike H1, is not scientific—an admittedly strange result to the extent that H1 and H2 are the very same hypothesis in every other respect!  Thus, when Almeder suggests that a scientific hypothesis must be explicitly testable, he presumably has notional-explicit-testability and not actual-explicit-testability in mind.  After all, the scientist must be able to state explicitly what observational data would confirm or disconfirm a proposed hypothesis, even if the tests likely to produce such data are not actually conducted when the hypothesis is proposed.  

So, after adopting explicit testability as a necessary condition for scientific explanations, Almeder considers what might distinguish scientific explanations so conceived from philosophical explanations.  It is at this point that implicit empirical testability is introduced as a necessary condition for, as well as distinguishing characteristic of, philosophical explanations:

"X is implicitly empirically testable at time t''=df "There is some real probability greater than zero at time t that there are some public observational data, implied by the content of X, that would, under standard provisos, epistemically justify anyone rejecting or accepting X even though nobody at time t, or any time earlier, did, or was able to, explicitly state any specific (rather than general) conditions that would produce or reveal the observational data publicly justifying or informing rational acceptance of X as an item of public knowledge."

A brief look at one of Almeder's proposed example of an implicitly testable philosophical arguments will shed some additional light on his notion of implicit testability.  Take, for instance, Almeder’s claim that in Metaphysics Book I, Aristotle argues that because non-human animals lack the unique ability to fasten means to ends, these animals do not have rational souls—an argument that has been subsequently refuted by biological/zoological evidence of non-human tool use.

As Almeder sees it, in this case we find an argument that was empirically testable at the time of its formulation, albeit implicitly rather than explicitly, and later falsified in the face of observational data.  The point of the example is to show that if Aristotle had been able to state explicitly what sensory evidence would count for or against his argument, the argument would have been scientific rather than philosophical.  On Almeder’s view, it is precisely because Aristotle neither did, nor was “demonstrably able to, explicitly specify just what particular fact (or facts) of the matter would need to occur at the observational level in order to refute [these arguments],"
 that his argument is philosophical rather than scientific.  It is not that philosophical explanations must minimally be implicitly testable, but rather that they must merely be so.   

Thus, by Almeder's lights, even though both scientific and philosophical questions are empirical, the two are logically distinct to the extent that we can clearly state the difference between them in terms of explicit and implicit testability.
  He suggests this difference is important for two reasons: First, insofar as implicit testability is a necessary condition for philosophical explanations, the positivistic claim that philosophy is purely a priori turns out to be false.  Second, insofar as philosophical questions are legitimately answerable questions about the world, the scientistic claim that the only legitimately answerable empirical questions are those answerable via the natural sciences turns out to be false as well.  Consequently, Almeder believes he has successfully defended philosophy from both apriorism and scientism.   But is he right?  
II

One troublesome consequence of adopting Almeder’s condition for philosophical explanations is that it turns out that many of the traditional subjects of philosophy turn out not to be philosophical.  Take normative ethics, for instance.  What type of empirical data could possibly verify or falsify ethical claims?  How could we conduct experiments to determine whether practices such as capital punishment and abortion are morally justified?  Yet, if ethical claims are neither implicitly nor explicitly testable—and it seems that they are not—they do not satisfy Almeder’s condition.  Hence, we must conclude that these claims are non-philosophical in the strictest sense.  But it seems absurd, by my lights, to say that just because we are unable to empirically test ethical claims, these claims are not philosophical.  Nevertheless, this reductio admittedly only works if Almeder finds this conclusion as unacceptable as I do.  

If, on the other hand, he is willing to take the positivistic line of emotivists such as Ayer and C.L. Stevenson, Almeder could admittedly weaken the force of the reductio.  But just because he could follow suit in this respect, it is far from clear that he should.  After all, even though this non-cognitivist view of ethics held center stage among meta-ethicists during the middle of the twentieth century, it has been the subject of a number of forceful criticisms and in light of these well-documented criticisms, I do not feel this would be a fruitful line of investigation for Almeder to pursue.   Even so, he admittedly has a second way of shielding himself from the reductio that would not commit him to defending emotivism from its critics.  Instead of conceding that normative ethical claims should be banned from philosophical discourse, Almeder could simply adopt some form of ethical naturalism in an attempt to establish that ethical claims are implicitly empirically testable, and hence, philosophical after all.  But, in doing so he would need to defend his position against the Humean/Moorean charge of the naturalistic fallacy.  In either case, whether Almeder attempts to avoid the reductio via emotivism or naturalism, he will have his work cut out for him. 
III

Now I want to consider whether Almeder’s distinction between scientific and philosophical explanations is sufficiently strong enough to provide philosophy with the type of "robust autonomy" he envisions.
  As I mentioned earlier, it is my opinion that it is not.  By my lights, if both scientific and philosophical questions are empirical questions about the world, philosophy begins to look like nascent science at best and pseudo-science at worst.  Almeder anticipates this objection with the following remarks:

Even though it is difficult not to feel the force of this objection, the proper reply is that while philosophy and natural science are both forms of empirical knowledge whose essential feature is testability and falsifiability in terms of the test implications at the sensory level, by standard practice we do not count as a scientific explanation or answer anything that is not explicitly testable and falsifiable, in the way noted above, by appeal to conceivable implications at the sensory level.  This allows us to draw the real distinction between implicit and explicit testability, and it is therefore a distinction that carries a real difference between two kinds of empirical understanding and knowledge.

Whether we find this response adequate depends in large part on whether we are convinced by Almeder's examples of implicitly testable philosophical arguments.

Let’s return to Aristotle's aforementioned argument that because non-human animals do not understand the means-end relationship necessary for making tools and other instruments, they do not have the distinctly higher rational souls that humans have.  According to Almeder, to the extent that Aristotle's argument was implicitly testable at the time of its formulation, it satisfies both necessary conditions for a philosophical argument—i.e., empirical content and implicit testability.  As Almeder says:

At the time he [Aristotle] offered the explanation or answer, there was in fact some probability greater than zero that there was sufficient evidence justifying the rejecting of the hypothesis even though nobody, including Aristotle, then explicitly stated, or was demonstrably able to state, the specific conditions that would produce or reveal the observational data falsifying the hypothesis.

However, just because the disconfirming evidence was unavailable to Aristotle, it does not follow that such evidence was unforeseeable.  

In fact, Almeder implicitly acknowledges this when he allows that Aristotle "would likely have admitted what general sort of empirical data would succeed in refuting his claim, thereby showing a willingness to set aside the explanation in the presence of the appropriate observational data."
  We can, for instance, imagine Aristotle saying, "Bring me a non-human animal that uses tools and I will retract my claim!  Until then, the argument stands!"  But if it is likely that Aristotle knew at the time what observational data would refute his argument (e.g., a non-human animal using tools), why say the argument is implicitly rather than explicitly testable?  Almeder's response is that Aristotle's argument is philosophical rather than scientific because Aristotle was unable to state explicitly what test could be performed to produce the disconfirming data.  

But this response is inadequate.  If it is likely that Aristotle was able to state explicitly what kind of observational data would disconfirm his hypothesis, it appears that his argument was explicitly rather than implicitly testable, albeit notionally rather than actually.  And as we saw earlier, this is all a hypothesis needs in order to satisfy the necessary condition for scientific testability.  Take, for instance, the following two examples from contemporary science: theories in astrophysics about the existence of black holes and theories in quantum physics about the existence of super strings.  In both cases, we find something akin to Aristotle's case.  Insofar as the scientists working on these two respective theories know what observational data would count for or against their respective hypotheses, even if such data is currently unavailable to them, their hypotheses are explicitly testable nonetheless.  

But how are these theories any different than Aristotle's argument about non-human tool use?  If we are prepared to say that the former are explicitly testable scientific theories, which we are, then we should be prepared to say that Aristotle's argument is scientific as well.  To the extent that Aristotle knew what kind of evidence would disconfirm his hypothesis, his argument about non-human tool use was explicitly testable in the same way other scientific claims are testable.  It simply took us longer than we would have liked to uncover the disconfirming observational data.  However, the mere fact that it took a long time to uncover the disconfirming data cannot, in and of itself, speak against the explicit testability of Aristotle's argument.  If that were the case, we would be forced to concede that the work of some scientists is not really scientific.    

Thus, if a necessary condition for scientific hypotheses is that they must minimally be notionally-explicitly-testable, then Aristotle's hypothesis satisfies this condition.  Insofar as he likely knew what kind of evidence would count against the truth of his hypothesis, he must have had some rough idea as to what kind of test could be conducted to test his hypothesis even if he was unwilling or unable to conduct such a test.  Aristotle's argument only fails to satisfy the condition of explicit testability if we adopt the overly stringent condition of actual-explicit-testability.  Of course, if we apply the weaker condition of notional-explicit-testability to this example, we do not get the same counter-intuitive results.  But, in doing so we open ourselves up to the aforementioned objection that Aristotle's argument is scientific rather than philosophical to the extent that it appears to have been explicitly testable at the time of its formulation.  

At the very least, this shows that even if Aristotle's question was a legitimately answerable philosophical question as Almeder suggests, it only became answerable once it became explicitly testable.  And the same can be said about Almeder's other examples as well.  In each case, the disconfirming empirical evidence comes in the form of explicitly testable (i.e., scientific) data.  Thus, it appears that while there may be legitimately answerable philosophical questions to be asked, there are only scientific answers to be had.  If we adopt Almeder’s distinction, philosophical questions turn out to be nothing more than inchoate pre-scientific empirical questions we are simply unable to answer at the time they are asked.  Consequently, Almeder fails in his attempt to dispute the scientistic claim that the only legitimately answerable questions about the world are those answerable via the methods of testing and confirmation of the natural sciences.  For, although both scientific and philosophical questions turn out to be legitimately answerable empirical questions, they are only answerable to the extent that they can be tested empirically.  Thus, the scientism that Almeder is attempting to overcome seemingly prevails.

Conclusion

          In this paper, I have argued that Almeder’s laudable attempt to distinguish science from philosophy in a way that avoids both apriorism and scientism is unsuccessful.  Because I find Almeder's "global empiricism" just as troubling as the apriorism he is trying to overcome, I do not feel that his proposed distinction can be salvaged.  In his attempt to avoid what he calls the "philosophical horror of apriorism at its worst,"
 Almeder is led to develop a version of aposteriorism that ultimately belies his ability to rescue contemporary naturalized epistemology from the clutches of scientism.  Thus, if he hopes to avoid both apriorism and scientism, I believe Almeder must reject implicit testability as a necessary condition for philosophical explanations.  Nevertheless, even though his attempt to distinguish philosophy from science in a way that prevents the subsumption of philosophy by science is unsuccessful, the fundamental importance of developing such a distinction clearly remains. 
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