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    Abstract
W. V. Quine developed two naturalistic clarifications of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective—the clarification he first proposed in Word and Object (1960) and the one he first proposed in “Three Indeterminacies” (1990b) and Pursuit of Truth (1990a). My goals in this paper are to examine both clarifications and to develop a consistent and defensible version of the second one. To shed light on these issues I examine Quine’s and Davidson’s extended discussion of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences at the 1986 Stanford Quine Conference. During this discussion Davidson argues at length that we have no idea how to specify, in physiological or physical terms, resemblances between events of neural stimulation, or facts about physical forces at or close to a person’s body, that are present when and only when we judge, by our ordinary criteria, that two speakers jointly witness the same event. Davidson’s arguments convinced Quine to abandon his first main account of observation sentences and seek to develop a new one. Combining Davidson’s arguments with others that Quine had voiced himself as early as 1965, I reconstruct and defend of the account of observation sentences that Quine develops in “Three Indeterminacies,” Pursuit of Truth, and later works.
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Quine on the Intersubjectivity of Observation Sentences



W. V. Quine developed two naturalistic clarifications of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective—the clarification he first proposed in Word and Object (1960) and the one he first proposed in “Three Indeterminacies” (1990b) and Pursuit of Truth (1990a). My goals in this paper are to examine both clarifications and to develop a consistent and defensible version of the second one.

The paper is structured as follows. In Sections 1–4 I explain the first of Quine’s clarifications, his early misgivings about it, and the criticisms at the 1986 Quine conference that finally persuaded him to abandon it. In Section 5 I summarize the second of Quine’s clarifications and formulate a preliminary problem for it. In Sections 6–7 I discuss constraints on any adequate solution to the problem and restate the problem in the form a dilemma. In Section 8 I consider Quine’s suggestive yet puzzling remarks in the 1990s about how to avoid both horns of the dilemma. Finally, in Section 9 I explain how Quine’s non-reductive naturalism enables him to develop a plausible version of his second clarification that avoids both horns of the dilemma.1






In the places indicated below my arguments in this paper draw on and agree with those in Ebbs (2022). The present paper goes considerably beyond Ebbs (2022), however, by providing, among other things, a more detailed and convincing account of why Quine came to abandon his first naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective and an analysis of Quine’s puzzling remarks in the 1990s about how to reconcile his second clarification of this idea with his naturalism.
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1 Quine on Observation Sentences in Word and Object

In philosophy, as in any other discipline, according to Quine, we can do no better in our pursuit of truth than to work from within the inclusive conceptual scheme that we inherit. This conceptual scheme includes the ways we ordinarily talk about objects and other people, our commonsense beliefs about language and translation, and, of course, to the extent we know it, the news from the natural sciences. Quine’s naturalized empiricism is rooted in this inclusive conceptual scheme:


It is by thinking within this unitary conceptual scheme itself, thinking about the processes of the physical world, that we come to appreciate that the world can be evidenced only through stimulation of our senses. It is by thinking within the same conceptual scheme that we come to appreciate that language, being a social art, is learned primarily with reference to intersubjectively conspicuous objects, and hence that such objects are bound to be central conceptually. Both of these aperçu are part of the scientific understanding of the scientific enterprise; not prior to it. (Quine 1976, 252–53)



These aperçu are preliminary contributions to what Quine later calls the conceptual task of epistemology—the task of clarifying meanings (Quine 1969a, 69). For Quine, as we shall see, a central part of the conceptual task is to clarify the meanings of observation sentences in naturalistic terms.

Quine distinguishes the conceptual task from the doctrinal task of constructing good theories (Quine 1969a, 69).1 His main contribution to the doctrinal side of epistemology is to elucidate the norms of scientific method. When he writes that “it is within science itself, and not in some prior philosophy, that reality is to be identified and described,” (Quine 1981c, 21) he is endorsing the norms embodied in scientific method, as we actually apply it, and rejecting the traditional philosophical project of validating these norms. For the same basic reason, the conceptual task of epistemology for Quine is not what he regards as the hopeless one of trying to validate the judgments we have arrived at via our applications of scientific method. The task, instead, is to clarify the relation of these judgments to sensory evidence, guided by the two aperçu noted above.

In Word and Object Quine reformulates the first of the two aperçu as the “motivating insight” that “we can know external things only through impacts at our nerve endings” (Quine 1960, 2), and the second as the observation that “where it matters socially” there is “an objective pull” toward a “uniformity” in the use of language keyed to “intersubjectively conspicuous circumstances of utterance” (Quine 1960, 8). Quine further refines and clarifies these points by adopting a behavioristic account of how sentences are related to sensory stimulation. According to this account,


	In the sense of “meaning” relevant to the conceptual task of epistemology, the meanings of our sentences and words are settled, if at all, by the totality of facts about how sentences of our inclusive conceptual scheme are variously associated with one another and linked to impacts at our nerve endings by the mechanism of conditioned response. (Quine 1960, 11, 73)



To investigate such associations between sentences and links to impacts at nerve endings Quine introduces a series of definitions, starting with the following two:


The affirmative (or negative) stimulus meaning of sentence S (for speaker A at t) is the range of stimulations (“global” triggerings of A’s sensory receptors) that would prompt A’s assent to (or dissent from) S. (Quine 1960, 32–-36)




An occasion sentence (for example, ‘It’s raining’, ‘That’s red’, ‘Lo, a rabbit’) is a sentence which speakers assent to or dissent from only if queried after an appropriate prompting stimulation. (Quine 1960, sec. 9)



In Word and Object Quine stresses that stimulus meanings are “the objective reality that the linguist has to probe” when translating occasion sentences (Quine 1960, 39). The linguist “translates not by identity of stimulus meanings, but by significant approximations of stimulus meanings.” (Quine 1960, 39). Based on this idea Quine defines “observation sentence,” as follows:


An observation sentence is an occasion sentence on which all speakers of the language give the same verdict when given the same, or appropriately similar, prompting stimulation. (Quine 1960, sec. 10; 1969a, 86–-87)



This account of “observation sentence” presupposes that any two speakers may be given the same, or similar, prompting stimulations. But what could “sameness” or “appropriate similarity” amount to for prompting stimulations? To address this question in Word and Object Quine relies on what I shall call his


Quine’s first conjecture.2 For any two speakers, the patterns of impacts at their nerve endings that prompt their assent to or dissent from a given sentence are similar (or not similar) in ways that mirror our pre-theoretical judgments that the speakers do (or do not) assent to and dissent from their occasion sentences in the same “intersubjectively conspicuous circumstances of utterance” (Quine 1960, 8).



Quine realizes from the start that this conjecture is of no practical use to the linguist, who typically has no information about the patterns of impacts at a speaker’s nerve endings that prompt his assent to or dissent from a given sentence. To translate an occasion sentence that a given speaker assents to in circumstances that the linguist and the speaker jointly witness, the linguist does not concern himself with patterns of impacts at the speaker’s nerve endings but simply tries to find an occasion sentence of his own that he assents to in those circumstances. From 1960 through 1990, Quine nevertheless relies on the first conjecture to clarify and explain in physiological terms the traditional idea that observation sentences are “the intersubjective tribunal of scientific hypotheses” (Quine 1969a, 87). In other words, he offers what I shall call


Quine’s first naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective. The idea that a given observation sentence is intersubjective for a group of speakers who have learned to use to assent to or dissent from it in the same intersubjectively conspicuous circumstances of utterance is clarified in naturalistic terms by theorizing that there are similarities in the patterns of impacts at the speakers’ nerve endings that prompt their assent to or dissent from the sentence.








The material in this paragraph and the next one is from Ebbs (2022, 103), with minor revisions.



This is also in Ebbs (2022, 104).
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2 Quine’s Early Doubts

In “Propositional Objects,” a talk he presented in 1965, Quine identifies a potentially serious problem with the above clarification. He explains the problem as follows:


There is, in the detail of the underlying notion of stimulation pattern, a cause for worry. It seems vital that in correlating one subject’s verbal behavior with another’s, for instance as a basis for translating one language into another, we be able to equate one subject’s stimulation to another’s. Yet how are we to do so? If we construe stimulation patterns my way, we cannot equate them without supposing homology of receptors, but this is absurd, not only because full homology is implausible, but because it surely ought not to matter. (Quine 1969c, 157)



From these considerations Quine concludes that “When it comes to the intersubjective … perhaps the most we can realistically speak of is resemblance, and not identity of stimulation patterns” (Quine 1969c, 159). Yet Quine provides no reason to suppose that there is a naturalistic criterion of the relevant resemblances. He reminds us that “In practice we usually assure adequately similar stimulation of two subjects by seeing to it that their bodies are reached by similar barrages of outside forces and that the subjects are oriented alike to the stimulus sources and, perhaps, that their eyes are open” (Quine 1969a, 159). He also claims, in the spirit of the first conjecture, that “Our rough and ready procedure of simply giving our two subjects similar orientation to similar power sources works well in practice … because of the anatomical resemblance between people” (Quine 1969a, 159). He emphasizes, however, that the problem he raises for his first conjecture “carries no evident practical problem with it. It is the problem of saying in general what it means for two subjects to get the same stimulation, or failing that, what it means for two subjects to get more nearly the same stimulation than two others” (Quine 1969a, 159).
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3 Quine on Perceptual Similarity in Roots of Reference

In Roots of Reference (1974, secs. 5–6), Quine develops his first naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective by distinguishing between receptual and perceptual similarity. Receptual similarity “is the mere physical similarity of impact on the sensory surfaces, regardless of behavior,” whereas perceptual similarity is “a bundle of second-order dispositions to behavior” (Quine 1974, 16–17). To characterize perceptual similarity, Quine introduces the notion of a receptual neighborhood, as follows:


Let us attribute a property to all episodes in the receptual neighborhood of an episode a when what we mean is that there is an episode d that is not receptually identical with a and is such that every episode that is receptually more similar to a, than d is, has the property in question. (Quine 1974, 17)



Quine defines perceptual similarity for a given subject as follows:


a is shown to be perceptually more similar to b than to c when the subject has been conditioned to respond in some fashion to all episodes in the receptual neighborhood of b, and to withhold that response from all those in the receptual neighborhood of c, and is then found to so respond to those in the neighborhood of a. (Quine 1974, 17–18)



Quine notes that “Perceptual similarity is always confined within an individual; the episodes that it relates are episodes in his life, and they are more or less similar for him” (Quine 1974, 19, my emphasis). The problem of homology of neural receptors does not arise for perceptual similarity, thus defined. Yet Quine thinks his definition of perceptual similarity, which is “always confined within an individual,” is relevant to his project of clarifying intersubjectivity of observation sentences, for two reasons. First,


[O]ur innate standards of perceptual similarity show a gratifying tendency to run with the grain of nature … Since good prediction has survival value, natural selection will have fostered perceptual similarity standards in us and in other animals that tend accordingly. Natural selection will have favored green and blue, as avenues of inductive generalization, and never grue. (Quine 1974, 19)



Second,


If we find that one subject’s episodes a and b tend to be perceptually more or less similar according as another subject’s episodes a’ and b’ are perceptually more or less similar, wherever a is receptually very similar to a’ and b to b’, we may be encouraged to believe that our plotting of perceptual similarities for these two subjects is proceeding nicely. (Quine 1974, 23)



In these two related ways, Quine aims to clarify and make more plausible his first naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective.

The second of the above steps is the more precarious of the two, as Quine notes:


A certain lacuna must be acknowledged, however, in this matter of a, b, a’, and b’. Receptual similarity was defined … in terms of how close the class of all the receptors that were activated in one episode came to matching the class of those activated in another episode. At that point we were thinking of the episodes and receptors as all belonging to one subject. But now we have appealed to receptual similarity between episodes a and a’ of two subjects. The subjects share no receptors, so it is no longer a question of matching the two classes of receptors on the score of their sharing most of their members. It becomes a question of how nearly homologous, anatomically, most of the members of one class are with those of the other. [But] … the receptors of different subjects are far from homologous. Nor is anything gained by trying rather to match the distribution of the external forces impinging on the two subjects; for we would have to require that the subjects be oriented alike to the impingement pattern, and this revives the homology question. (Quine 1974, 23–24, my emphasis)



Quine here acknowledges that his effort in Roots of Reference to clarify in naturalistic terms an objective, physical basis for the intersubjectivity of stimulations faces essentially the same problem as his earlier, less detailed, Word and Object account—namely, the problem that in the typical case speakers do not share their neural receptors and we cannot in general assume that any two speakers’ nerve endings are distributed at their bodily surfaces in the same way. Quine also argues that it would not help to match external forces impinging on the two subjects. His argument in the above passage for this further claim is very compressed. I reconstruct it as follows: (a) if by ordinary standards two speakers are not “oriented alike to the impingement pattern” associated with a given observable situation—e.g., if their eyes are not open, or they are not facing in the same direction—one and the same set of external forces impinging on their bodies would not cause triggerings of neural receptors that could provide a naturalistic account of the intersubjectivity of ordinary observations they make, and (b) if by ordinary standards they are “oriented alike to the impingement pattern,” there is no guarantee they receive the same patterns of stimulation when so oriented, due to the homology problem.

In short, in Roots of Reference, despite Quine’s addition of an account of perceptual similarity and his conjecture that “our innate standards of perceptual similarity show a gratifying tendency to run with the grain of nature,” (Quine 1974, 19) Quine continues to worry about the problem of the homology of neural receptors. This is a deep theoretical problem for his first naturalistic clarification of the idea that that observation sentences are intersubjective. It is not a practical problem of how to translate observation sentences. As Quine emphasizes immediately after the above passage in which he notes that his account of perceptual similarity does not solve the problem of the homology of receptors, “In practice, of course, psychologists find no difficulty in such intersubjective equating of stimulus situations; they simply see that there are no physical differences that are apt to matter” (Quine 1974, 24). But Quine is aware that this fact about the psychologists’ practice blurs the crucial distinction between objective circumstances, such as a rabbit scurrying by, in which two subjects are prompted to assent to certain sentences, such as “That’s a rabbit,” on the one hand, and the subjective patterns of stimulation the two subjects each separately receive in those objective circumstances, on the other. What the psychologists confidently equate are the former, not the latter.
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4 Davidson’s Criticisms at the 1986 Quine Conference at Stanford

This fact about the psychologists’ practice is the entering wedge for Donald Davidson’s criticisms of Quine’s first naturalistic clarification of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences at the four-day Stanford Quine conference in 1986 (Marschall 2026). Davidson introduces his criticisms on day two of the conference by saying, “I think it’s a mistake to translate or interpret somebody on the basis of similarities of patterns of stimulation, and I’ll say why I think it’s a mistake. But the conclusion is that’s the wrong place to look” (Marschall 2026, 189). In support of this conclusion Davidson emphasizes that to construct an empirical theory of meaning for a given speaker’s sentences, questions about nerve impacts on the speaker’s sensory surfaces are irrelevant: all we need to know about are the events and objects in the world that cause the speaker to assent to or dissent from her sentences. As noted above, Quine agrees with Davidson that in practice we focus on an objective circumstance, such as rabbit scurrying by, when identifying another’s observation sentences, such as “Lo, a rabbit.” But Quine insists that to explain how language is learned, and what is learned when we learn language, we need to mention the impacts at nerve endings that subjects receive in such circumstances. In short, while Davidson and Quine agree that in practice we think of the objective circumstances of utterance when identifying observation sentences whose meanings are shared by two or more speakers, Davidson favors a “distal” account of the causes of a speaker’s assent to or dissent from given sentences, whereas Quine favors a “proximal” account of those causes. Davidson’s, Dreben’s, Føllesdal’s, and Quine’s free-ranging discussions of this issue did not convince Quine to abandon his effort to provide such a proximal account, but it did finally convince him to abandon his first naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective. In this section, which runs much longer than the others, I summarize those parts of the 1986 Stanford Quine conference discussion that I found especially helpful in understanding Quine’s abandonment of his first naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective.1

Just after he introduces this topic with the words I quoted above, Davidson presents the heart of his challenge by saying, “The publicly discernable thing that both speaker and interpreter can easily observe is the thing, so to speak, on which you look for agreement, books and cats, and says nothing about patterns of stimulations” (Marschall 2026, 189–90). Quine replies that “stimulation … comes in at another level of analysis” (Marschall 2026, 190). Davidson notes that “We’ve got to get the quantifiers in the right place. For each person and each observation sentence there’s a pattern of stimulation to which he is conditioned to assent to that sentence. It doesn’t follow that there is a pattern of stimulation for people who understand each other which is common” (Marschall 2026, 190). A defender of Quine’s first naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective may grant this logical point, yet still conjecture that for each observation sentence, there exist patterns of stimulation common to all who have learned to use the sentence, patterns of stimulation to which all of these users of the sentence are conditioned to assent to or dissent from it. But Davidson challenges this conjecture, arguing as follows:


Some people lack certain sense organs. And the patterns of stimulation that prompt them to assent to certain sentences are very different from the patterns of stimulation that prompt other people to assent to those same sentences. Blind people can tell what colors things are. They have their prompters to assent to the same sentences I [do], and we can teach them to get these things right. (Marschall 2026, 190)



Quine responds to this, indirectly, by noting that on his proposed explanation of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences, “no observation sentence ever describes the pattern of stimulation” (Marschall 2026, 190). Davidson says he is not assuming that they do. His challenge, instead, is to taking sameness of stimulation as a “basis” for the translation of observation sentences. Quine responds by clarifying the Word and Object view of the relation between stimulations and translation of observation sentences as follows:


Stimulus meaning is not something that could be specified. I can talk about them yes. I can describe them without mentioning books, but the stimulus meaning for “That’s a book” can’t be specified in any way that I can imagine without bringing in the book. (Marschall 2026, 195)



To this Davidson replies,


In that case I guess since we can’t say what makes these classes the same classes for two people except by referring to the book, I don’t see myself what work the notion of stimulus meaning is doing … I don’t see how stimulation plays any particularly important epistemological role compared to anything else in the causal chain. (Marschall 2026, 195–96)



Quine replies that one epistemological role is to explain why speakers assent to observation sentences when prompted by “counterfeits,” such as a papier-mâché object that looks like a rabbit (Marschall 2026, 199). Quine then describes the relevant stimulations for “Gavagai” and “Rabbit,” his central examples of observation sentences in Word and Object, as follows:


[b]eing there and sharing stimulations with the natives where the native assents to “Gavagai”, where I would assent to “Rabbit”, each of us being perhaps deceived now and then by a counterfeit, but in all those occasions where as witnesses we unhesitatingly more or less assent to this query, “Gavagai?” on the one hand, “Rabbit?” on the other, those are the stimulus meanings. They would constitute the stimulus meaning of “Gavagai” for the natives and “Rabbit” for us. (Marschall 2026, 199–200)



Davidson replies, “Now I see how you get the classes, but what I don’t see is how you know [that] for you and for me [they] are the same” (Marschall 2026, 200). Quine responds,


By induction from various occasions. On one occasion here’s the rabbit and here’s the native and I ask his “Gavagai?” and he says “Evet.” And then another time another native looking from a different angle, different colored rabbit maybe, same thing, and I eventually make the induction. (Marschall 2026, 200)



Davidson says this does not answer the question he has in mind.

At this point Føllesdal suggests that instead of Quine’s idea of comparing the patterns of stimulation at speakers’ nerve endings—an idea that, as Quine realizes, is problematic because no two speakers are guaranteed to have homologous nerve endings— “a better way of looking at it is to take stimulus meaning to be the pattern or the class of all these different patterns that you will get let us say on a photographic plate which is sensitive to the light …” (Marschall 2026, 200–01). The key advantage to thinking of stimulations on analogy with a patterns of light that fall on a light-sensitive photographic plate, Føllesdal says, is that “a photographic plate which pointed in the right direction has the right kind of sensitivity to the conveyed length and so on and the right amount of dissolute or fineness of grain. And there of course you don’t have the problem with isomorphism between nerve endings” (Marschall 2026, 201).

Davidson does not find Føllesdal’s photographic plate analogy helpful. He asks Quine how his account of stimulus meanings explains or clarifies “how we know that” the stimulus meanings of two speakers are “the same or similar in the right way” (Marschall 2026, 202). What Davidson is questioning is whether Quine has any description of the intersubjective sameness or similarity of stimulus meanings for two speakers’ uses of a given observation sentence that does not depend on our commonsense criterion that the two speakers are both prompted to assent to the sentence under the same circumstances, such as a rabbit scurrying by. A bit later in the discussion Davidson summarizes his key challenge as follows: “What I’m objecting to is using some notion of the right kind of similarity between these ordered pairs [of stimulations] as being the keystone to correct translation” (Marschall 2026, 204). He also emphasizes that induction of the sort that Quine describes in a comment I quoted above “is going to play a big part in my deciding” what the stimulus meanings for a given observation sentence are, but “doesn’t touch the question of what similarity.”

Quine now identifies the problem that Davidson is pressing as “the problem of similarity between one person’s stimulations and another persons’s stimulations.” Davidson agrees but rephrases the problem as one of similarity between stimulus meanings for two speakers’ observation sentences, such as “Gavagai” and “Rabbit”. Davidson says, “what I’m question is that there’s a useful notion of similarity between those two that can be stated in any other way than by talking about [for instance] books and rabbits” (Marschall 2026, 204).

At this stage in the discussion Quine is still trying to defend his Word and Object account of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences. He offers the following defense of it, using Føllesdal’s suggestion that we think of the impacts at a person’s nerve endings on analogy with the impacts that light rays make on a light-sensitive photographic plate:


What similarity would mean between this ordered pair for you and ordered pair for me is that each member of the affirmative side of my ordered pair is a stimulation closely similar to one in your affirmative side and also on the negative side. Then, there’s the problem … of failure of homology because naively my idea would be that the same nerve ending or a homologous or one very near it figures in the other pattern. Well, now, Dagfinn’s photographic plates take care of this homology problem. So there it would be then you’ve got your pairt of classes of photographic plates and I’ve got mine. And we can compare these photographic plates. Each one is going to have a close or similar one over here that the points are distributed, with few exceptions in the same way to within negligible distances [within the] neigborhood of one another. That’s what the similarity is, no mention of “Gavagai.” (Marschall 2026, 205)



Davidson replies, “That’s what I believed right from the beginning was your view. And now I think it’s very wrong.” Quine then tries to defend his talk of intersubjective similarity for two speakers’ stimulus meanings by relying on his account in Roots of Reference of perceptual similarity. Recall that in Roots of Reference Quine characterizes perceptual similarity in behavioral terms intrasubjectively—for episodes of stimulation “within an individual” (Quine 1974, 19)—and then suggest that we may extend the characterization somehow to the interpersonal case—for stimulations received by two or more subjects. In his response to Davidson’s doubts at the 1986 Quine Conference, Quine still finds this transition appealing and appropriate. He describes it as follows:


Receptual similarity doesn’t come at all close to perceptual similarity [for any given person] partly because of our innate biases and partly because of training. And, from the point of view of receptual similarity the class of perceptually similar patterns will be very gerrymandered and odd and leave out some things that should almost obviously be included and vice versa, one would think because of our biases. But my approach was this, that all those deviations which make finally for this sophisticated matter of perceptual similarity [for a given person] are taken care of by the grouping together of classes of stimulus patterns. Here various stimulus patterns which are rather unlike one another receptually, that is the actual position of these dots on the plate, will evoke the same response for this creature. And to say that is to say that they are perceptually close together. And perceptual similarity is going to determine what classes are going to constitute, are capable of constituting, stimulus meanings of expressions of sentences … It’s the fact that all these receptually somewhat heterogenous patterns of photographic plates all evoke the assent to the query “Gavagai” that relates them as perceptually similar. (Marschall 2026, 206–07)



Quine’s explanation here is vague on the question that Davidson is pressing: why think that the stimulations that are by the intrasubjective behavioral criterion of Roots of Reference perceptually similar are also intersubjectively similar? If we read Quine as aiming to answer this question in the above paragraph, then we must take him to be moving from the hypothesis that the patterns of stimulation that prompt two speakers’ assent to or dissent from “Gavagai” are “aligned” in the sense he explained in Roots of Reference to the conclusion that the stimulations that prompt the two speakers’ assent to or dissent from “Gavagai” on a given occasion are also perceptually similar in an intersubjective sense.

Davidson directly challenges this move. In response, Quine wonders why Davidson doubts it. He says, “I am completely mystified still, especially if we think in terms of Dagfinn’s photographic plates, about how there could be empirically any question at all about what will be similar from person to person. The light that’s reaching on person from a book isn’t going to reach another person in the shape of a rabbit” (Marschall 2026, 209).

In response Davidson emphasizes that such similarities could not provide a criterion of translation for observation sentences. Davidson takes this to be a departure from the Word and Object account. Quine denies that it is a departure. He says that all along he meant his analysis in the following spirit:


If their agreement in the relevant respects of behavior that we’re interested in does have this causal background [of both intra- and inter-subjective perceptual similarity of stimulations that prompt assent to or dissent from a given observation sentence], then it follows the test I do. But it doesn’t help at all as a modus operandi. (Marschall 2026, 210)



It is at this crucial point that Davidson, who has already introduced the notion of a criterion for translation, raises what I regard as his central criticism of Quine’s approach:


The question was if these two ways of comparing, these two ways of translating the other person (even though one of them is bound to be the way we actually use, still you’ve got this other one), now, if they were to conflict, which it seems to me could easily happen … then I’m wondering which way you’re going to go. (Marschall 2026, 210)



This is the key to Davidson’s challenge. It evokes from Quine a crucial clarification and defense of his Word and Object account of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences. Quine says if the two ways of translating were to conflict, he would “opt for [what would actually be done in] the field,” namely, for the method of translating a given observation sentence that does not rest on judgements about the similarity of impacts at speakers’ nerve endings, but on whether speakers assent to or dissent from the sentence under the same jointly observable circumstances. Quine describes this as the “pre-analytic situation” for an account of translation. He describes his Word and Object explanation of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences, in effect, as an explication whose plausibility and success depends on the empirical conjecture that our “pre-analytic” methods for translating a given observation sentence in fact coincides with an unobserved intersubjective similarity between the stimulations that prompt speakers’ assent to or dissent from the sentence. In short, he says, “I’m analyzing and if the analysis doesn’t fit the pre-analytic situation the pre-analytic situation wins. This is just the typical situation” (Marschall 2026, 211).

This comment prompts Føllesdal to venture an explanation of why Quine seeks an analysis of the pre-analytic situation in terms of impacts at a speaker’s nerve endings, instead of in terms of books and rabbits, as on Davidson’s favored account (Marschall 2026, 213–14). Quine corrects Føllesdal’s explanation, emphasizing two key points. First, unlike Davidson, Quine sees sentences such as “It’s raining,” which do not concern or respond to objects, but only to situations, as observational. Second, he sees no plausible way of characterizing the relevant “situations” to which such observation sentences are conditioned without mentioning that those “situations” are just the ones that trigger impacts at speakers’ nerve endings (Marschall 2026, 215). Quine emphasizes that the question of which impacts at nerve endings prompt assent to or dissent from a given observation sentence cannot be gleaned from reflecting on the receptual inputs—we can identify the relevant class of such impacts only by relying on our pre-theoretical judgments about when two speakers are each responding to the same objective “situation.” Quine grants that Davidson’s alternative approach finds the “relevant unity” in disparate responses to situations by identifying, from the start, publicly observable objects, such as books, that prompt speakers’ assent to sentences, such as “There’s a book.” By contrast, Quine says,


My way, being governed by the motivations I’ve already described, finally getting the event down to the nerve endings, doesn’t give that relevant unity. That’s why it isn’t a criterion. It’s a theoretical analysis. But then I have the problem of getting out there far enough again to get the sort of unity, agreement between speakers that you [Davidson] are zeroing in on at the start by taking your events that far up. And the way I’m doing it is through this theoretical conjectural construction, going from receptual similarity to perceptual similarity. And here you’ve got all these patterns that finally we get agreement on: we get the relevant unifications. How? By finding that they are the common response of these various people to queries of this particular sentence and of this other particular sentence. And if that becomes the principle that brings the things together, you [Davidson] have it right from the start. And that’s the advantage that you [Davidson] see in your approach, and it certainly is an advantage if one isn’t trying to do some of these further things I was trying to do. I think that’s the difference. (Marschall 2026, 220)



In this passage Quine is still defending his account of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences in Word and Object, supplemented by his account of perceptual similarity for individual speakers in Roots of Reference, including his conjecture in Roots of Reference that his behavioral characterization of intrasubjective perceptual similarity can be extended to yield an related sort of intersubjective perceptual similarity. He is not (yet) conceding to Davidson that there is no theoretically interesting or useful notion of intersubjective perceptual similarity.

The discussion then turns to other matters. Late in the day, however, Davidson returns to the topic, challenging Quine’s defense of intersubjective perceptual similarity, as follows: “[T]hings go wrong if one were to use similarity in this photographic kind of way of sets of patterns of stimulations.” In agreement, Quine says, “it’s only the perceptual similarity that’s going to count in the end, and this isn’t much like matching up these photographic plates” (Marschall 2026, 232–33). Quine does not yet view this as a concession to Davidson, however, since, as we’ve seen, Quine’s account of perceptual similarity in Roots of Reference does not require a match between receptual patterns, but rests instead on a complex second-order dispositional account of how some such patterns are related to others once a speaker learns to use an observation sentence. Also, in the last remark, Quine does not distinguish between intrasubjective and intersubjective perceptual similarity. It is the theoretical interest and usefulness of Quine’s vague account of the latter notion that Davidson challenges.

On day three of the conference Quine’s defense of the theoretical interest and usefulness of his account of perceptual similarity begins to waiver. He exposes the problem that Davidson raises for his account, and that he himself raised doubts about in “Propositional Objects” and Roots of Reference, as follows:


[One could] [d]efine the observation sentence for the individual simply as an occasion sentence to which he is prepared on the spot to assent. And whenever he’s stimulated the same way again, of course nobody is ever stimulated quite the same way, but if he were, he will again assent independent of what went on between. Naturally there’s the problem of his changing, but those problems do remain. This seems much less controversial. Then that leaves open the problem of how do you get society into it? How do you get intersubjectivity into it? And that’s what opens up this can of worms about sameness of stimulation. (Marschall 2026, 298, my emphasis)



Soon after this he identifies the “can of worms” with the “problem of the homology of receptors” and says that this problem “shouldn’t come up in the first place” (Marschall 2026, 299). He also raises doubts about Føllesdal’s photographic plate analogy, calling it a “dodge” that at best “applies only to vision” (Marschall 2026, 299).2

On the fourth and final day of the conference Quine appears to be convinced that his theoretical appeals to intersubjective perceptual similarity are much more problematic than he previously acknowledged. Day four includes a remarkable series of exchanges between Davidson and Quine on this key topic. Here are the highlights (from Marschall 2026, 375–79):


Davidson: I think I’ve got all kinds of reasons just in ordinary situations without any science fiction whatsoever to think that other people are saying, “There’s a rabbit” and so forth on the basis of quite different patterns of stimulation than the ones that cause me to [assent to “There’s a rabbit”].

Quine: Well I’m impressed with that. I certainly am, yet I don’t want to go off to the middle ground for the origin. But it does seem clear that what we really want here is in the way of correlation of stimulations between people, is the dispositional kind of thing. That is to say, we want it to be known by its fruits. It’s like the trimmed bushes again.

Davidson: Exactly … [But] I don’t even see the bushes having the same shape. The point is that the end product match.

Quine: Yes, and I would like to find a solution to this matter of interpersonal correlation of stimulations that would yield that advantage rather than giving up these. I still want to get it down to stimulations. But correspondingly placed nerve endings is the wrong approach it would seem. Homology won’t work. But at the same time it has to be something pretty much like that because however different the internal set-up is in their respective thalami or whatever, the forces that are meeting the surfaces of these people are sufficiently alike. There is the matter of perspective, but let them change positions. Sufficiently alike, that’s what’s needed for the objectivity, the sharing of the scene. And it isn’t as though they’re receiving different patterns of forces. Vaguely speaking what I want are the patterns of forces that reach these people from the scene, the patterns of forces that reach their surfaces. I can remember now years ago thinking in those terms temporarily and then worrying about the fact that some of these people are big and some are little and the same bundle of forces hitting one is going to be hitting in the wrong place compared to the other even if his orientation is the same. And those discrepancies again are the kind of discreaencies that one doesn’t want to have to worry about. They don’t seem relevant, besides which they’re stubborn. The homology thing doesn’t seem so relevant, and it’s certainly stubborn. And so this is my situation.

Davidson: As Van keeps saying it’s the end products that count. Whatever goes on in between, as long as you get correlations between the responses and situations in the world, the things that have to be shared are the end products. What goes on in the world on the one hand and patterns of response on the other hand, those are the things that everybody catches onto and make communication possible.

Quine: The burning problem to come to terms with is intersubjectivity of stimulations, so to speak, perceptual similarity, because the perceptual similarity again is still for the individual.



In this last comment Quine in effect identifies the key problem as that of explaining how to extend his Roots of Reference account of intrasubjective perceptual similarity to the intersubjective case. As we saw above, in the Roots of Reference Quine had already noted that his proposed extension of the former to the latter is at best unclear, in part because of the homology problem. As a consequence of his discussions at the 1986 Quine conference, however, Quine came to see more clearly how deeply problematic any such extension is. He also says, more forthrightly than before, that the problem “shouldn’t come up in the first place” (Marschall 2026, 299).

Twelve years later, Quine writes:


[In] July 1986 I was at Stanford for an unusual closed colloquium of four, staked by the university. My collocutors were Davidson, Dreben, and Føllesdal, and the topic resolved itself into the sharing of perceptions.

We agreed with the opening pages of Word and Object that what people share and build upon are not sensations, but the external scene itself. But in Word and Object I made a problem of this, and lamely conjectured an approximate intersubjective homology of neural receptors and of networks and hence of stimulations. But the conjecture was untenable, as I had recognized by 1974; [footnote: Roots of Reference, p. 24n.] hence my discomfort. Davidson’s line was to settle for the external scene as ultimate, and this is indeed the reasonable line if one is concerned with translation or interpretation—hence semantics—and not with neurology or epistemology.

I came away cleansed of any lingering thoughts of shared stimulus meanings, but unrelieved of my discomfort over our shared reference in distans. Eight more years were to pass before I saw the matter whole and clear, with its causal explanation in innate perceptual similarity and natural selection. (Hahn and Schilpp 1998, 737)



I shall now examine the account of intersubjectivity of observation sentences that Quine developed in the intervening twelve years.






The discussions at the Quine conference concern many other related topics, including Quine’s and Davidson’s alternative views of necessity and ontology, their different responses to epistemological skepticism, how to make sense of the possibility that there may be two fundamentally different theories that agree on all observations, past, present, and future, the role of causality in Davidson’s and Quine’s alternative accounts of translation, and Davidson’s theory of interpretation. These discussions are rich and instructive but they do not significantly advance the discussion of Davidson’s criticisms of Quine’s characterization of intersubjective perceptual similarity.



Quine later explains why he does not find the photographic plate analogy helpful, as follows:


We can explain the agreement of the cameras, having indeed designed and manufactured them alike; but our agreement as observers is not thus explained. People vary widely in the number and arrangement of their sensory receptors and in the topology of their nervous systems. How can our shared distant subject matter activate us so harmoniously through such disparate intervening mechanisms? The camera analogy confers false comfort. There is no parallel assurance regarding the observers. Their verbal reports agree, but their words were likewise learned on the basis of similarly shared observations of distant events, simply pushing the problem back. (Quine 1998b, 684)
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5 Quine’s Account of Observation Sentences in Pursuit of Truth

In §2 of his paper “Three Indeterminacies” (1990b) and §§15–16 of his book Pursuit of Truth (1990a), Quine summarizes the key problem for his first naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective, and concedes that his earlier talk of intersubjective “resemblance” of stimulations received by two or more speakers does not adequately address the problem. He argues that the “anatomical minutiae” that would be relevant to finding out if there is a “an approximate homology of nerve endings from one individual to another” are not relevant to our success or failure in translating, or to teaching another speaker how to use, observation sentences, and therefore “ought not to matter” to our account of observation sentences.

On these grounds in Pursuit of Truth Quine officially abandons his first conjecture and begins to develop an alternative to his first naturalistic clarifications of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective. The leading idea of the new clarification, already present in Word and Object and noted in Quine 1969, but developed in new ways in Pursuit of Truth, is that when we translate or teach others how to use observation sentences, we rely on our judgments about whether we and others jointly witness the same circumstances. If we judge that another speaker’s utterance of an occasion sentence is prompted by her witnessing an occasion that we would describe by saying “It’s raining,” for instance, we may conclude that she perceives that it’s raining and decide on that basis to translate her sentence as “It’s raining.” In so concluding and deciding, Quine now thinks, there is no practical or theoretical alternative to relying on what he calls “empathy” (Quine 1990a, 46)—the method of imagining ourselves in the other person’s perceptual situation and judging how things are from her point of view.1

He thereby also concludes that the problem with his first clarification that he struggled with for thirty years is not, as it first appeared to be, that it is very difficult to specify, in physiological or physical terms, resemblances between events of neural stimulation, or facts about physical forces at or close to a person’s body, that are present when and only when two speakers jointly witness the same event. The problem, he concludes, agreeing in effect with Davidson, is that we have no idea of how to do this without circularity: any such specifications would inevitably presuppose and rely on the very judgements about when two speakers are perceiving the same scene that the specifications are supposed to replace by independent criteria stated in purely physiological or physical terms. Thus consider any two speakers, A and B, each of whom takes the other to be observing the same event, say, an event they would report with the sentence “It’s raining.” Suppose A judges that B perceives that it’s raining and B judges that A perceives that it’s raining. A accepts that if A were in B’s position, A would judge that it’s raining, and B accepts that if B were in A’s position, B would judge that it’s raining. How can A be confident that B is receiving the relevantly same stimulation? Similarly, how can B be confident that A is receiving the relevantly same stimulation? Quine’s criticism of his first conjecture is that no sense can be given to these questions in independent, naturalistic terms, when the supposed “stimulations” are triggerings of two or more subjects’ respective nerve endings. What is at root the same basic criticism discredits any proposed candidate for the objective physical stimulation patterns that A and B each separately receive when they are jointly witnessing an event that they would report with the sentence “It’s raining.” The underlying criticism is simply that we have no reason to suppose that any two objective physical stimulation patterns that A and B each separately receive are the “same” or “resemble each other” apart from A’s disposition to accept that if A were in B’s position, A would judge that it’s raining, or B’s disposition to accept that if B were in A’s position, B would judge that it’s raining.2

Quine nevertheless continues to be guided by the “motivating insight,” announced at the start of Word and Object, that “we can know external things only through impacts at our nerve endings” (Quine 1960, 2). He also continues to seek an account of science from within science and to maintain that “the requirement of intersubjectivity is what makes science objective” (Quine 1990b, 5). In particular, he remains committed to explaining a speaker’s use of language in terms of her disposition to assent to or dissent from sentences when prompted by impacts at her nerve endings. He therefore faces a new problem: that of reconciling these characteristically Quinean commitments with his (long delayed and reluctantly drawn) conclusion that what matters, both in practice and in theory, for translating and teaching others how to use observation sentences is not an objective similarity of neural intakes on the part of two or more speakers, but instead, a relation of “sameness of observed circumstances” that we can understand and clarify only by applying the method of empathy.






This paragraph is a slight revision of the second full paragraph of Ebbs (2022, 104).



If this criticism undermines Quine’s first proposed clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective, it also undermines Gary Kemp’s (2022) recent proposal that sameness of stimulation should be explicated as sameness of what he calls a “stimulus field,” namely, a field of physical forces, such as patterns of light, in a thin envelop of human-body-shaped space that surrounds and is contiguous with a given subject’s body.
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6 Constraints on an Adequate Solution to this New Problem

An adequate solution to this problem should be informed by Quine’s commitments on the doctrinal side of his epistemology, especially his goal of reconciling all aspects of our world theory, whenever possible, with what we learn from physics. This goal is primarily methodological, not metaphysical, as he explains in the following passage:


Why … this special deference to physical theory? … The answer is not that everything worth saying can be translated into the technical vocabulary of physics; not even that all good science can be translated into that vocabulary. The answer is rather this: nothing happens in the world, not the flutter of an eyelid, not the flicker of a thought, without some redistribution of microphysical states. It is usually hopeless and pointless to determine just what microphysical states lapsed and what ones supervened in the event, but some reshuffling at that level there had to be; physics can settle for no less. If the physicist suspected there was any event that did not consist in the redistribution of the elementary states allowed for by his physical theory, he would seek a way of supplementing his theory. Full coverage in this sense is the very business of physics, and only of physics. Anyone who will say, “Physics is all very well in its place”—and who will not?—is then already committed to a physicalism of at least the nonreductive, non-translational sort stated above. (Quine 1981a, 98)



In this passage Quine denies both that everything worth saying can be translated into the technical vocabulary of physics and that all good science can be so translated. Just as logic for Quine is the most general science, so physics for Quine is the natural science that aims at “full coverage,” in the sense that any evidence that there are events that do not consist in the redistribution of the elementary states allowed for by current physical theory is evidence that some part of physical theory needs to be revised.1 It is for these methodological reasons that Quine is committed to the thesis that


There is no difference in matters of fact without a difference in the fulfillment of the physical state predicates by space-time regions. … this is not reductionism in any strong sense. There is no presumption that anyone be in a position to come up with the appropriate state predicates for the pertinent regions in any particular case. (Quine 2008a, 283)



During the period in which he accepts his first conjecture, Quine relies on it to support his claim that translations of observation sentences are factual in this physicalist yet non-reductive sense. The conjecture gives him confidence that in fixing all the facts that can be specified without mentioning propositional attitudes, one thereby also fixes any facts that we may identify by relying on our ascriptions of propositional attitudes. This confidence shines through in the following passage from Word and Object, section 45, titled “The Double Standard”:


If we are limning the true and ultimate structure of reality, the canonical scheme for us is the austere scheme that knows no quotation but direct quotation and no propositional attitudes but only the physical constitution and behavior of organisms. (It would be pointless to exempt from this ban even those favored sentences of propositional attitudes that can be explained in terms of [intersubjective] stimulus synonymy; for when they can be thus paraphrased they are certainly dispensable.) (Quine 1960, 221)



In this passage Quine takes his first conjecture for granted and therefore concludes he can banish all propositional attitude discourse from serious, factual science, since in the one context in which he thinks this discourse is factual—namely, the contexts in which we rely on sentences containing the idioms of propositional attitude to translate, or to teach others how to use, observation sentences—they coincide with intersubjective similarity of patterns of impacts at speakers’ nerve endings.

Once Quine abandons his first conjecture, however, he can no longer maintain that all factual discourse can be paraphrased in a canonical scheme that excludes the idioms of propositional attitude. For it is now integral to Quine’s new account of observation sentences that he accepts mentalistic predicates that may be used to attribute de dicto propositional attitudes, such as Alex perceives that it’s raining, as part of science, broadly construed. On the new view he sketches in the slightly revised 1992 edition of Pursuit of Truth, he takes sentences as the objects of the proposition attitudes, “treating ‘that’ as a quotation mark initiating a name that comes after it” (Quine 1992, 68). He treats the quotations as concatenations of letters and spaces. Once quotations are dissolved in this way, “a single language, regimented in predicate logic, can take them [the attitudes de dicto] in stride along with natural science” (Quine 1992, 72). The ascriptions of these mentalistic predicates depend irreducibly on empathy, however, even if their logical form is extensional. For reasons I noted above, we cannot assume that any two speakers who have learned to use the same observation sentence are disposed to assent to it when and only when they are prompted by the same or similar impacts at their nerve endings. On the contrary, Quine now stresses that even in the case of observation sentences the mentalistic predicates, such as “perceives that it’s raining,” describe “irreducibly mental ways of grouping physical states and events” (Quine 1992, 72).

This new attitude toward our use of mentalistic predicates seems incompatible with Quine’s view in Word and Object that the method of empathy that we use to ascribe such predicates to speakers is “essentially dramatic” and “contrasts strikingly with the spirit of objective science at its most representative” (Quine 1960, 218). The new attitude also seems incompatible with Quine’s recommendation in Word and Object that we exclude the idioms of propositional attitude from the canonical scheme that we use when we limn “the true and ultimate structure of reality” (Quine 1960, 221). And now that Quine has concluded that our translations of observation sentences depend on “irreducibly mental ways of grouping physical states and events” (Quine 1992, 72), it seems incompatible with his commitment scientific naturalism, at least as that commitment is characterized in Word and Object, to accept as factual any of our ascriptions of propositional attitudes, even those we use to translate, or to teach others how to use, observation sentences.

One might think Quine can solve this problem by simply accepting all sentences that ascribe propositional attitudes as factual. Since our methods of translating both observation and theoretical sentences involve applications of the method of empathy, however, to accept all sentences that ascribe propositional attitudes as factual would be to concede to Quine’s critics Rorty (1972) that empirical linguistics is just as respectable, and has the same claims to factuality, as other empirical disciplines. In Pursuit of Truth and later work, however, Quine continues to defend his thesis that translation of theoretical sentences is not factual.






This sentence and the previous one also appear in Ebbs (2022, 102).
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7 A Dilemma

It’s unclear how Quine can reconcile the commitments explained above with his conclusion that what matters, both in practice and in theory, for translating and teaching others how to use observation sentences is not an objective similarity of neural intakes on the part of two or more speakers, but instead, a relation of “sameness of observed circumstances” that we can understand and clarify only by applying the method of empathy. He apparently faces the following dilemma. Either


	he can no longer explain in scientific terms why our translations of observation sentences are factual, or


	he can accept the ascriptions of propositional attitudes on which our translations of observation sentences depend as factual, but he has no grounds for distinguishing these ascriptions from the ascriptions of propositional attitudes on which our translations of theoretical sentences depend.




If (i), then Quine has no scientific account of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences—no account from within science of how observation sentences can serve as intersubjective checkpoints for scientific theories. If (ii), however, he can no longer defend his arguments for the indeterminacy of translation. Neither of these consequences is acceptable to Quine, even after he rejects his first conjecture and adopts the new account of observation sentences that he describes in Pursuit of Truth. How then can he reconcile the new account with his fundamental commitment, early and late, to explaining science from within science?
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8 Quine’s Second Conjecture and his use of the Word “Science”

I posed this question in my review of Pursuit of Truth (Ebbs 1994). In 1995 Quine sent me a response, prepared for publication, in which he offers two related answers. The first answer depends on a definition and a corresponding conjecture (Quine 2016, 35). The definition is the following:


The subjective scales of perceptual similarity of members of a group of speakers G are in harmony if and only if, for any two members A and B of G, if A and B jointly witness two events, and A’s neural intakes on the two occasions are perceptually similar by A’s standards, then B’s intakes will likewise tend to be similar by B’s standards. (This reformulates part of a passage from Quine 2016, 35)



The conjecture is what I shall call


Quine’s second conjecture. There exists a pre-established harmony of subjective scales of perceptual similarity that is “accounted for by natural selection” (Quine 2016, 34).1



As Quine later explains, the preestablished harmony that he now hypothesizes to exist among language users is “independent of intersubjective likeness of receptors or sensations,” (Quine 1996, 160) so it does not presuppose or imply his first conjecture, which he has abandoned for the reasons explained above.

Quine’s second conjecture does not address the question of how Quine can accept that our translations of observation sentences are both intersubjective and factual after he has concluded that the only grasp we have on their intersubjectivity is dependent on our applications of the “essentially dramatic” method of empathy. It is partly to address this concern, I think, that Quine offers his second main response to me, namely, that Quine uses the term “science” broadly:


It seems in several passages that Ebbs takes my term ‘science’ too narrowly. We have no word with the breadth of Wissenschaft, but that is what I have in mind. History is as at home in my naturalism as physics and mathematics. So also, indeed, is translation. (Quine 2016, 34)



One might be inclined to read this passage as a capitulation to the critics I mentioned above, who argue that Quine should allow that empirical linguistics is just as respectable, and has the same claims to factuality, as other empirical sciences. In the next sentence, however, Quine writes


My conjecture of indeterminacy of translation is just that in the radical translation of theoretical material there may be incompatible alternative turnings and no fact of the matter; either will serve, but not both. (Quine 2016, 34)



This sentence makes clear that Quine thinks his use of “science” to encompass history and translation as well as physics and mathematics does not imply that in his view “the radical translation of theoretical material” is factual and determinate, even in the non-reductive sense described above. In short, to encompass history and translation for Quine is not thereby to show that statements our acceptance of which irreducibly relies on our ascriptions of propositional attitudes are factual. Quine’s use of “science” to encompass history and translation as well as physics and mathematics therefore does not by itself address the problem we have identified for his claims that observation sentences are intersubjective and that our translations of them are factual. Why then does Quine emphasize that when I raised these concerns in his review of Pursuit of Truth, I took Quine’s term “science” too narrowly?






I take the phrase “second conjecture” from Ebbs (2022, 104). The conjecture strengthens Quine’s claim in Roots of Reference that


[O]ur innate standards of perceptual similarity show a gratifying tendency to run with the grain of nature.…Since good prediction has survival value, natural selection will have fostered perceptual similarity standards in us and in other animals that tend accordingly. Natural selection selection will have favored green and blue, as avenues of inductive generalization, and never grue. (Quine 1974, 19)



A few pages later he repeats the point, writing,


[C]onsiderations of innateness and natural selection suggest … we can count on considerable social uniformity in perceptual similarity standards. (Quine 1974, 23)



In “Progress on Two Fronts” (1996), Quine writes


Ironically, I had described this [preestablished] harmony of perceptual similarity standards already in Roots of Reference, on the very page (23) where I then proceeded to bemoan my dependence on intersubjective matching of neural intakes. I even accounted for the harmony by natural selection, shared environment, and heredity, just as in the present pages and in From Stimulus to Science. My account differed only in one crucial detail. Today, I have the two subjects exposed to the same external event, whereas in Roots of Reference I was still grudgingly according them homologous neural intakes. (Quine 1996, 162)
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9 An Answer to this Question on Quine’s behalf

A first key step toward answering this question and showing that Quine can avoid the above dilemma is to note that Quine’s revised definition of observation sentences still allows him to contrast observation sentences from theoretical ones. The observation sentences remain the sentences that are most closely linked by our linguistic dispositions to impacts at our nerve endings. Non-observational, or theoretical, sentences, by contrast, are linked by our linguistic dispositions to sensory stimulation in complex and indirect ways that depend on our dispositions to accept other theoretical sentences (Quine 1960, 11, 73). There is therefore no prospect of translating or clarifying the meanings of theoretical sentences by identifying circumstances in which speakers would assent to or dissent from them, taken one by one.

Quine exploits this contrast between observation sentences and theoretical ones, together with his second conjecture, to explain the factuality of translations of observation sentences, and to contrast these sentences with theoretical ones. The heart of the explanation is


Quine’s second naturalistic clarification of the idea that observation sentences are intersubjective. Both the actual success and the projectability of our applications of empathy to identify situations we jointly witness with other speakers, hence also their intersubjectivity, is explained in naturalistic terms by the existence of a pre-established harmony of subjective scales of perceptual similarity.1



This explanation is supposed to be compatible with Quine’s observation that our use of mentalistic predicates to identify situations we jointly witness with other speakers results in “irreducibly mental ways of grouping physical states and events” (Quine 1992, 72). It is precisely for this reason, I submit, that Quine emphasizes that he takes science broadly: he wants to allow that an “irreducibly mental way of grouping physical states and events” may be part of science, broadly construed. Not all such ways of grouping physical states and events are factual, on Quine’s revised view, but some of them are, and among the ones that are factual are those we rely on to translate, and to teach others how to use, observation sentences. In accepting this, Quine commits himself to accepting that the sentences we rely on to make those groupings are among the factual sentences of science.2

Recall (from Section 1 above) that Quine assumes


	In the sense of “meaning” relevant to the conceptual task of epistemology, the meanings of our sentences and words are settled, if at all, by the totality of facts about how sentences of our inclusive conceptual scheme are variously associated with one another and linked to impacts at our nerve endings by the mechanism of conditioned response. (Quine 1960, 11, 73)



Now, in addition, he also assumes his second conjecture and his second naturalistic explanation of the inter-subjectivity of observation sentences. From these, (I), and the fact of our harmonious intersubjective uses of the idioms of propositional attitude to identify and translate observation sentences, Quine infers that such uses of propositional attitudes and related translations are “covered” by physics in his non-reductive sense, so that


	The translation of observation sentences is determinate and factual.



And, for reasons Quine explains in detail in Word and Object, Chapter 2, Quine continues to accept that


	Theoretical sentences are linked by our linguistic dispositions to sensory stimulation in complex and indirect ways that depend on our dispositions to accept other theoretical sentences. (Quine 1960, 68–-72)



From (III), Quine infers that


	The theoretical sentences of a typical language may be translated into theoretical sentences of that same language, or another one, in inequivalent ways compatibly with all the facts described in (I). (Quine 1960, 73-–79; 1992, 47–-48)



From (I), (III), and (IV), he infers that apart from our uses of the idioms of propositional attitude to identify and translate observation sentences, most of statements we make by using sentences containing those idioms, being dependent on translations of theoretical sentences that cannot be explained in terms of a pre-established harmony of subjective scales of perceptual similarity, are not “covered” by physics, and are therefore not objective or factual even in Quine’s non-reductive sense.3

Such statements are nevertheless pragmatically indispensable. Quine accepts these and other non-factual statements that are pragmatically indispensable as “second-grade” parts of his total world theory (Quine 1969d, 24). The difference between the factual parts of a manual of translation and the non-factual parts is of course not sharp. It’s nevertheless clear on this reading of Quine that despite the change in his definition of observation sentences he still holds, though for different reasons than before, that there is a “fact of the matter” about how to translate observation sentences.

I conclude that if we grant Quine his second conjecture, his second naturalistic explanation of the intersubjectivity of observation sentences, and his use of “science” to encompass our translations of such sentences, then despite his new view that the intersubjectivity of observation sentences is dependent on irreducibly mental ways of grouping physical states and events, Quine can make sense from within his total world theory of his central claim that “the requirement of intersubjectivity is what makes science objective.” (Quine 1992, 5)



Chomsky, Noam. 1969. “Quine’s Empirical Assumptions.” In Words and Objections, edited by Donald Davidson and Jaakko Hintikka, 53–68. Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company.



Davidson, Donald, and Jaakko Hintikka, eds. 1969. Words and Objections. Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company.



Ebbs, Gary. 1994. “Review of Pursuit of Truth, Revised Edition, by W. V. Quine.” The Philosophical Review 103 (3): 535–41.



———. 2022. “Quine’s Naturalism: Neither ‘Reductive’ nor ‘Liberal’.” In The Routledge Handbook of Liberal Naturalism, edited by M. Caro and D. Macarthur, 97–109. New York: Routledge.



Fogelin, Robert. 1997. “Quine’s Limited Naturalism.” The Journal of Philosophy 94 (11): 534–63.



Gubelmann, Reto. 2019. “From Shared Stimuli to Preestablished Harmony: The Development of Quine’s Thinking on Intersubjectivity and Objective Validity.” HOPOS 9: 343–70.



Hahn, L. E., and P. A. Schilpp, eds. 1998. The Philosophy of W. V. Quine. Expanded Edition. Peru, IL: Open Court Publishing.



Kemp, Gary. 2022. “Observation Sentences Revisited.” Mind 131: 807–27.



Marschall, Benjamin, ed. 2026. “Transcript: The 1986 Stanford Conversation Between Quine, Davidson, Dreben, and Føllesdal.” Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy 16 (2): 13–396.



Quine, W. V. 1960. Word and Object. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.



———. 1969a. “Epistemology Naturalized.” In Ontological Relativity and Other Essays, 69–90. New York: Columbia University Press.



———. 1969b. Ontological Relativity and Other Essays. New York: Columbia University Press.



———. 1969c. “Propositional Objects.” In Ontological Relativity and Other Essays, 139–60. New York: Columbia University Press.



———. 1969d. “Speaking of Objects.” In Ontological Relativity and Other Essays, 1–25. New York: Columbia Universi