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  A beginning philosopher in the mid-twentieth century might encounter difficulties with each of the two main options open to him. The English speaking philosophical world is focused on language and the application of mathematical logic to arguments. While the questions that arise may be of technical interest, attempts to apply these excessively precise techniques to deal with philosophical issues seem ill chosen, and fail to come to grips with the perennial questions of philosophy. Indeed, with these techniques came the amazing thesis that philosophy is unable to deal at all with many such questions. Continental European philosophy is the main alternative. It does tackle important issues, but it seems at times to rely on rhetoric and force majeure, rather than on honest consideration of opposing arguments and positions. In this case, the logic is far from overly precise and narrowly focused, and in fact is sometimes hardly logical at all. In the former school, the empiricist refuses to deal with things and events, and deals only with experiences of or sentences about those things and events; while the phenomenologist has even less interest in material things. For one whose chief interest is to find and justify positions in which he can believe, all in a naturalist setting, neither of these options seems acceptable.
 Especially problematic is the notion of an object, which is a basic category for both schools. But what on earth is an object? On many occasions it must be understood as an object of thought, but no less often it is clearly meant to be a physical thing. There appears to be a systematic ambiguity [End Page 596] between these two entirely different readings, a troublesome uncertainty that makes it difficult to get to the bottom of either system of thought. Both seem to begin by ignoring our setting in a natural cosmos.
 Were this student to come upon the writings of George Santayana, he would see that at least one philosopher takes these problems seriously. As Santayana sees things, the two schools are in fact first cousins, despite their mutual hostility, as is suggested by their common refusal to deal directly with physical things. Both schools can be traced back to the Humean view (perhaps through Kant) that we must avoid speaking of substance, of which we have no direct experience and can therefore have no way to define with clarity. They make the common mistake of thinking that knowledge must be of ideas and not of things. But if we insist that only the content of direct experiences is worthy of philosophical consideration, we will be negating the way of science, which may look at experience for data and verification, but which assigns existence to hidden objects and forces. Indeed we will be negating common sense, for ordinary discourse is rarely about experience itself but rather about the themes under consideration in experience.
 In his natural philosophy, Santayana considers both material things and our descriptions of these things. According to empiricist doctrine, one cannot deal with the former intelligibly since they are too remote from our experience. For Santayana, this narrowness gives a false idea of our human situation; those who disregard natural things and events in this way often weaken the sense that we are agents in a material world.1
 By insisting that what we refer to when we speak about the world around us is in fact ideas of the world and its contents, empiricists have an advantage on the logical side; they can make a careful analysis and presentation of these ideas, and offer reasonably precise definitions. However, this method fails to make the obvious and important distinction between actual things and our ideas of the things, and indeed leaves out the former of these altogether. Such a philosophy does not qualify as a version of naturalism, according to Santayana. But there are challenges for those who feel it essential to refer directly to the things themselves, despite our lack of sure knowledge. In the following pages, I shall consider his attempt to justify a realist position and the philosophy he builds on his...
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