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    Abstract
Suppose we were to encounter an overall scientific theory as equally warranted as the overall theory we believe is true. W. V. Quine thinks that there is a dilemma about whether to believe this additional theory. Whether there is a dilemma in any case, I argue, depends upon how we understand equivalence of warrant in the first-personal context of deliberating about what to believe. On one understanding, equal warrant of two theories implies that I have enough reason to believe one theory if and only if I have enough reason to believe the other. But here, there is no dilemma: I ought to believe both theories given I should believe one. There is more plausibly a dilemma if equal warrant implies that, if I have enough reason to believe one theory, I lack enough reason to reject the other, and vice versa. But I argue that Quine’s views have some awkward consequences if equal warrant is understood in this latter sense. My paper draws on the transcript of a colloquium at Stanford University in 1986 with Quine, Donald Davidson, Burton Dreben, and Dagfinn Føllesdal.
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1 Introduction

W. V. Quine thinks that a dilemma arises in some cases when a total sum of scientific theories—an overall theory—is empirically equivalent to ours. In Smith (2022), I offer an explanation as to why Quine finds there to be a dilemma in such cases: it is a dilemma arising from the difficulty in weighing methodological principles expressing his empiricism and naturalism. In this paper, I examine a presupposition Quine makes about this dilemma: that the theories are equally warranted in such cases. So, suppose we were to encounter an overall theory as equally warranted as the overall theory we believe is true. Whether there is a dilemma in any case of equal warrant, I argue, depends upon how we understand equivalence of warrant in the first-personal context of deliberating about what to believe. On one understanding, equal warrant in this context yields what I label as theories that are strongly on a par: I have enough reason to believe one theory if and only if I have enough reason to believe the other. On another understanding, equal warrant yields what I label as theories weakly on a par: if I have enough reason to believe one, I lack enough reason to reject the other, and vice versa, and the theories are not strongly on a par. If theories are strongly on a par, there is no dilemma: commitment to both theories’ truth ought to be automatic, given that Quine thinks we must believe at least one. There is more plausibly a dilemma if the theories are weakly on a par. While Quine thinks that facing a dilemma over empirically equivalent theories on a par in either sense of parity is highly unlikely, I suggest he may think we currently face a dilemma over some set theories that are on a par. He believes we need to believe a particular set theory, but he might think that several set theories we can believe are on a par with each other—most notably, Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory with the axiom “V = L” and Quine’s own New Foundations.

I compare Quine’s views on parity and truth to Rudolf Carnap’s to illuminate the philosophical questions and play and suggest paths for future research into the Quinean philosophical program. Carnap’s philosophy was motivated by his frustration with fruitless disputes over apparently conflicting claims in philosophy, logic, and mathematics that are on a par: there appeared to him no way to settle the apparent dispute or relieve the parity. Carnap’s principle of tolerance says that we are free to adopt any system of linguistic rules, and therefore are free to accept as true any sentences following from such rules alone. Within a clear scientific language with rules we have adopted, no conflicting sentences are weakly on a par unless we are agnostic about both. Before choosing a language, we freely choose languages based solely on pragmatic considerations and not on the basis of reasons, making sentences following from the rules of those languages trivially on a par. Quine, as I read him, would use charitable translation to interpret apparently conflicting theories weakly on a par as not in conflict, opening the door to accepting the truth of both apparently conflicting claims. But his discussion of empirically equivalent theories suggests he would allow belief in just one theory weakly on a par with another. I argue that this leaves Quine with some awkward options. We could switch back and forth between believing the theories weakly on a par. But this makes our beliefs seem too unstable. We could stick to just one. But this makes our belief seem too arbitrary. Or we could think truth is relative to each theory. But Quine rejects relativism. If we try to avoid these options and believe both theories weakly on a par are true, we believe a theory is true that we think we lack sufficient reason to believe is true, something Quine’s epistemology seems not to allow. My paper draws on the transcript of a colloquium at Stanford University in 1986 with Quine, Donald Davidson, Burton Dreben, and Dagfinn Føllesdal to enrich our understanding of the history of Quine’s views on empirical equivalence as well as my evaluation of Quine’s views on equal warrant in light of his broader philosophical commitments.
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2 Quine’s Evolving Views on Empirical Equivalence


2.1 Underdetermination and “Reply to Gibson”

In the middle of his career, Quine asserts Underdetermination:


Underdetermination: There is, or at least could be, another overall scientific theory empirically equivalent to our overall scientific theory we currently take to be true, but which is logically incompatible with it.1



It is not until Quine’s 1975 “On Empirically Equivalent Systems of the World” (1975) that he undertakes a close study of Underdetermination and seeks to clarify its key terms, such as “empirically equivalent” and “theory”. And this will be far from his final foray into the topic. Quine’s views on the matter frequently change and develop up until near the end of his life, resulting in a long and winding path of attempted correction and clarification, with help from other philosophical interlocutors. Starting from 1975 on, Quine comes to focus not so much on the truth of Underdetermination, but the question of how to make sense of the possibility and how to think about truth and meaning given we encounter a theory empirically equivalent to our own.

For reasons of space, I will begin summarizing Quine’s views roughly in the middle of this long and winding path, to Quine’s “Reply to Gibson” in the first edition of his Library of Living Philosophers volume in 1986—“RG” for short.2 First, let us note Quine’s definition of empirical equivalence up to that point, which he introduces in “Empirical Content” (1981a). It involves the notion of an observation categorical, which in turn uses the notion of an observation sentence. Using a later rough characterization, an observation sentence is a sentence true on some occasions and false on others “on which speakers can agree outright on witnessing the occasion” (1992, 3). Speakers are capable of affirming or denying their truth on the basis of a certain range of sensory stimulations alone without investigation or inference (thus affirmed or denied “outright”). Examples include “That’s red”, “That’s a rabbit”, “It’s cold”: there is a range of sensory stimulations sufficient for me to affirm “That’s red” and a different range sufficient to deny it. An observation categorical is a sentence of the form “Whenever p, q”, where “p” and “q” are replaced by observation sentences: “Whenever there is smoke, there is fire”, or “When night falls the lamps are lit”, for example. We who have an understanding of times and places can read it as a universal generalization fixing on the same time and place: at any given pair of place and time, when there’s smoke there and then, there’s fire there and then. But Quine intends them to be learnable independent of having the conceptual repertoire of universal generalization over time and place (1981a, 27). Two theories are empirically equivalent when they deductively imply the same observation categoricals.

Now to RG. Quine begins by summarizing a contradiction between two works in an early edition of Theories and Things. Suppose we encounter an overall theory of the world empirically equivalent to our theory we take to be true but which appears to contradict it. Is that other theory true? Quine notes that he contradicted himself in answering this question, something pointed out by Gibson:3


I had held [in an early version of “Things and Their Place in Theories” in an early edition of Theories and Things] that one of two systems of the world must be deemed false even if we know them to be empirically equivalent. I shall call this the sectarian position. My reason for it was naturalism: my disavowal of any higher tribunal than science itself. In the later and conflicting passage [in “Empirical Content”], as Gibson relates, I opted for truth of both systems of the world, finding it offensive to my empiricist sensibilities to declare otherwise. This I shall call the ecumenical position. (RG 156)



It might seem obvious we have to accept what Quine calls here the “sectarian position”. After all, the theories are logically incompatible: how could one accept both as true? Quine thinks the conflict between empirically equivalent theories is merely apparent: a better translation of the theory shows it not to be in conflict with ours after all, despite appearances. There are two general ways Quine envisages of ridding the conflict. First, we could find a particular kind of sentence-by-sentence translation between the theory and the other where we can transform the sentences of one into sentences of the other in a way that preserves the truth-values of the theory. One kind of transformation Quine mentions is from an example from Barbara Humphries (1970): swapping predicates in a theory. Take our theory and swap the predicate “is a molecule” with the predicate “is an electron”, arriving at a new theory T*. You have a new theory logically incompatible with ours. Quine recommends we not only do not treat them as conflicting with each other, but that we also translate T* into T by swapping the predicates back. In fact, Quine is inclined to say that T* is the same theory as T, just oddly formulated. As we will see below, in contrast to Quine (1975), Quine will come to reject a general and sharp definition of theoretical equivalence. In cases such as this, he feels inclined to call two distinct theory formulations one and the same theory even without such a definition.

If no such sentence-by-sentence translation is available, we apply what Quine comes to call Davidson’s maneuver, so called because it was suggested by Donald Davidson:


Being incompatible, the two theory formulations that we are imagining must evaluate some sentence oppositely. Since they are nevertheless empirically equivalent, that sentence must contain terms that are short on observational criteria. But then we can just as well pick out one of those terms and treat it as if it were two independent words, one in the one theory formulation and another in the other. We can mark this by changing the spelling of the word in one of the two theory formulations. (Quine 1981a, 29–-30)



Suppose, for example, both theories posit particons. Our theory says some particons have mass, and another we have just encountered appears to say no particon has mass. We can retranslate the other by respelling a word in the conflicting sentence, such as “particon”. So, the other theory does not contradict ours: it only says no particon* has mass or no shparticon has mass. The conflict is apparent: the theories use similar but ultimately different notions.4

Back to RG. After mentioning Davidson’s maneuver, Quine then suggests the naturalistic worry about treating both empirically equivalent theories as true can be dealt with by considering the two theories “as a single big tandem theory consisting of two largely independent lobes and a shared logic … we can simultaneously reckon as factual whatever is asserted in either” (Quine 1981a, 29–-30). We assert the truth of our original theory, as well as the theory re-translated using Davidson’s maneuver that we no longer think conflicts with our theory. But Quine now mentions a “difficulty, raised by Føllesdal in a recent conversation” (RG 156) about this tandem theory with T and T*:


It is as if some scientifically undigested terms of metaphysics or religion, say ‘essence’ or ‘grace’ or ‘Nirvana’, were admitted into science along with all their pertinent doctrine, and tolerated on the ground merely that they contravened no observations. It would be an abandonment of the scientist’s quest for economy and of the empiricist’s standard of meaningfulness. (RG, 157)



Dagfinn Føllesdal’s point, as Quine reports it, is that adding all of this theory T* seems to violate the standard of economy: we had an adequate theory of the world, but now we are adding additional theory with additional untranslatable terms and sentences containing the terms. Further, it seems we lack a reason to refuse to accept any unscientific theory with no empirical content if we add T*, since, like adding T*, adding unscientific “doctrine” onto our theory yields one empirically equivalent to it. Quine (1986b) calls sentences that do not change the empirical content of our overall theory when added to it danglers, following Herbert Feigl. Therefore, Quine believes it is false that every theory formulation empirically equivalent to our own is true, because of the problem of danglers.

Quine then sides with what he calls the sectarian position. Since definition of “the sectarian position” will change in his future writings, I will say Quine holds what I will call the sectarian position in RG:


The sectarian position in RG: Any theory T*, which is empirically equivalent to my theory T, logically incompatible with T on an initial translation, but logically compatible with T due to application of Davidson’s maneuver, fails to be true.



And he thus rejects:


The ecumenical position in RG: Any theory T*, which is empirically equivalent to my theory T, logically incompatible with T on an initial translation, but logically compatible with T due to application of Davidson’s maneuver, is true.



There is not only a change of Quine’s characterizations of these positions in the future but also a change between the last two pages of RG itself. On page 156, he asserts that, in accepting the sectarian position, we think the other theory is false. But on page 157, he asserts it fails to be true and fails to be false; it lacks a truth-value: “Our own system is true by our lights, and the other does not even make sense in our terms” (RG 157). As Quine clarifies elsewhere, the reason is that our truth-predicate for our theory only applies to our own language or language translatable into it.5 Therefore, we cannot say of T* as whole that it has a truth-value when we are sectarians, since Davidson’s maneuver makes T* have a term not in the language of our T.6

Two additional points about the sectarian position. First, Quine suggests that we could “oscillate” between T and T* and count just one of them as true at a time:


Having got the swing of the alien jargon without benefit of translation, we might even oscillate between the two for the sake of an enriched perspective on nature. But whichever system we are working in is the one for us to count at the time as true, there being no wider frame of reference. (RG 157)



What counts as my theory can switch between T and T*. Just one theory can be true at a time, but we can change which one we believe is true at a given time. Moreover, at this juncture, Quine seems to assume what I will label EEW:


EEW: If a theory formulation is empirically equivalent to my own, the theories are equally warranted.



This position is suggested by passages such as this:


And what if…we have somehow managed to persuade ourselves that the two are empirically equivalent? Then surely we must recognize the two as equally warranted. (RG 157)



However, if EEW is really what Quine is using to make an inference here, it would be strange in the case under discussion. It would commit Quine to saying T is equally warranted as T* if T* is the same as T but in addition contains “scientifically undigested” terms and doctrine of metaphysics or religion. Without qualifying what “equally warranted” means here, that does not seem to be what Quine wants. A more restricted thesis is needed. The overall issue here is the relevance of empirical equivalence to truth and warrant given empirical equivalence alone is insufficient for both. This issue is in the background of Quine’s discussion with Davidson, Føllesdal, and Burton Dreben in the closed-door Stanford colloquium in July 1986.



2.2 Stanford colloquium

After the participants in the colloquium discuss analyticity, necessity, and semantics at the beginning of the first day of the colloquium, Quine brings up the topic of empirically equivalent theories, summarizing the history of his thinking up to that point. He describes his sectarian position in RG, a position he notes was urged by Gibson as well as Føllesdal. Soon after, Davidson says that “it’s perfectly possible … one theory is useful some of the time and the other theory … I mean just calculations are easier to make” (Marschall 2026, 70).  Quine suggests the oscillation allowed by the sectarian position in RG allows us to judge the other theory is useful. Davidson continues:


Da: Sure, but then why not think of it as all one language?

Q: Well, because of the dangler situation.

Da: But, we could weed out the useless stuff quite independently just by saying it’s useless. The basic theories are both useful because they both are empirically equivalent, so they are both presumably useful for explaining almost everything. (Marschall 2026, 70)



Davidson is suggesting not all empirical equivalents with untranslatable terms are equally warranted. Some contain scientifically useless stuff, such as religion and metaphysics. But some do not. Those that do not, Davidson urges, should be accepted as true. Davidson suggests that, in the case of an overall theory identical to ours except with nirvana doctrine tacked on, “the “nirvana” stuff hasn’t got any [use] at all”, but some empirical equivalents may have a use by “mak[ing] certain calculations extremely easy” (Marschall 2026, 72). Føllesdal suggests taking a look at the notion of empirical equivalence, since “it may be that two theories could be empirically equivalent and they still could have quite different virtues. One might be very practical for one purpose and useful, and another for some other purpose perhaps” (Marschall 2026, 72). Quine at this point is still worried about violating a standard of economy in adding an empirically equivalent theory, even if it is useful.

The discussion soon takes a different direction, and it is not until the third day of the discussion that they return to these issues. Davidson re-states his position from the first day. Then Quine says:


Q: And what I’d like to see is a sharp and invidious distinction that would shut “nirvana” out, and let some of these other things in. (Marschall 2026, 302)



“These other things”, given the context of Davidson having just re-stated his position, refers to a scientific theory within an overall theory empirically equivalent to ours that may have some use, apparently unlike a “theory” with “nirvana”. Dreben interjects:


Dr: Let me ask, why do you want it Van? Why are you looking for an invidious distinction? Where did it come out of, this idea of two empirically equivalent indistinguishable theories? This is a full exaggeration from where in serious science we do sometimes have equivalent theories. (Marschall 2026, 302)



Dreben mentions as an example three different ways of formulating classical mechanics. After Dreben states that the three formulations are “intertranslatable”, Quine says: “Then it’s regarded as all one theory. And there’s no dangler there” (Marschall 2026, 302). Dreben soon after says: “[T]he real problem of this is that we do have serious cases, and any idealization of scientific method must lead to serious cases of empirically indistinguishable non-translatable theories” (Marschall 2026, 303). Davidson then wonders if there are actual examples of empirically equivalent theories that are not translatable into each other. After some back and forth, Dreben suggests that alternative set theories may do the trick: consider our overall theory T with, say, Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory (ZF), and another theory T* instead with Quine’s New Foundations from Quine (1953). Both of these theories lack any sentence-by-sentence translation of one into the other that preserves truth. They also contradict each other on a face-value translation: for example, ZF implies there is no universal set (set whose members are everything) while NF implies there is a universal set. Davidson says: “I’m satisfied that we have an example and I’ve stopped worrying about it” (Marschall 2026, 318).7 Quine later notes that Davidson’s maneuver applies to the set theories, leading us to re-spell the set membership symbols so the set theories do not conflict (Marschall 2026, 334).

The participants return to Davidson’s ecumenical view that a useful theory empirically equivalent to ours is true. Davidson states his dissatisfaction with Quine’s view that considerations of economy tell against the ecumenical position in RG, where we accept both theories as true:


I don’t even see what the economy is. If you’re going to keep both of these on hand and use them, what was the economy. You put one car in the garage while you use the other one. You still own both cars. What’s the economy? I don’t even understand the concept of economy here anymore. If you really want to be able to use both of them, what is it that you saved by saying that’s in a different language rather than just saying that’s part of the language I’m not using now. (Marschall 2026, 320)



This cheeky comment is explicitly directed at Quine’s worry that the ecumenical position in RG violates a standard of economy while the sectarian does not. If the sectarian can oscillate between the two theories, it is not clear what it means for the sectarian position not to violate the standard of economy while the ecumenical position does, since the sectarian seems to be in a position to affirm both theories. But the point made here is independent of issues of economy: Davidson is puzzled by the consequence of the sectarian position in RG that our ascriptions of truth are limited to only one theory even while granting we could switch to another. I will get back to this more general point later.

Davidson is also puzzled, as the transcript bears out, at the very notion of theory at play in the discussion, regardless of how attributions of truth are limited to theories. But since Davidson senses the notion of theory is important to Quine, he offers a compromise. As they are working through the implications of using both ZF and NF in science, Davidson says:


Van, why isn’t it a perfectly good compromise to say, sure as far as you can tell all these sets exist. Sentences about them are true. But what we’ll call our unified theory of the world isn’t going to include that. Our unified theory of the world just doesn’t include all the truths. (Marschall 2026, 332)



The overarching idea is a modification of the ecumenical position in RG, which I call the ecumenical position from Stanford: I label the modifications with (i) and (ii) and bold them:


Ecumenical position from Stanford: Any theory T*, which is empirically equivalent to my theory T, (i) equivalent on scientific standards of elegance, naturalness, and simplicity, logically incompatible with T on an initial translation, and logically compatible with T due to application of Davidson’s maneuver, is true. (ii) T and T* are separate theories, only one of which we use at a given time and count as our overall theory, although we affirm the truth of both.



The force of the addendum (ii) is an additional assertion Quine makes, that “we are reserving those considerations of economy to respective systems” (Marschall 2026, 340). We might call this the theory-internal thesis of economy: assessments of the economy of a theory apply at widest to a single overall theory. Thus, given this thesis and (ii), believing both T and T* does not reduce the economy of either T or T* since economy is a principle only for single theories at a time. What counts as our overall theory at a given time does not include everything we are disposed to affirm as true. Corresponding to the ecumenical position, therefore, is what I call the sectarian position from Stanford:


Sectarian position from Stanford: Any theory T*, which is empirically equivalent to my theory T, (i) equivalent on scientific standards of elegance, naturalness, and simplicity, logically incompatible with T on an initial translation, and logically compatible with T due to application of Davidson’s maneuver, fails to be true. (ii) T and T* are separate theories, only one of which we use at a given time and count as our overall theory, affirming the truth of only one.



Addendum (i) to both positions is at best implicit in their discussion and comes out only later in print—I include it for convenience. The point is that we must restrict our attention only to certain empirically equivalent theories. Theories that are empirically equivalent but less elegant and simple in certain respects may very well not be true. Examples would be religion and metaphysics such as doctrine with “nirvana” that Quine worries about. Lack of intelligibility is mentioned as another reason to fail to accept empirical equivalents. Quine offers the notion of intelligibility to explain why we do not want to treat sentences using “nirvana” as having a truth-value rather than affirming as true that “Nirvana does not exist”:


Dr: Yes, but isn’t part of this trouble that you’ve got to have some predicate, say “is nirvana”? Now what you’re trying to rule out is a class of linguistic forms that you think under normal interpretation is nonsense.

Q: That’s the trouble isn’t it? Let these theories have these standard forms, and it is a form purely of predicates, but here’s a predicate we can’t understand.

Dr: And you don’t want it in there, presumably.

Q: And if it’s a predicate we can’t understand, then we can’t handle this by a non-existence situation.

Dr: But if you don’t understand it then… OK that certainly makes it known.

Q: Well maybe there’s the invidious distinction.

Da: That’s what I’m suggesting. (Marschall 2026, 322)



I suggest he believes that the reason we think of predicates as unintelligible is that the contexts in which they occur ultimately make no contribution to our theory, either to its empirical content or to features such as elegance and simplicity.8 Quine seems happy with the new ecumenical position and comes to endorse it later in print in Quine (1990), mentioning Davidson as suggesting it.



2.3 After Stanford

In April 1988, a conference on Quine’s work was held at Washington University St. Louis. There Quine presents “Three Indeterminacies” (1990), which was published in the volume Perspectives on Quine in 1990 (Barrett and Gibson 1990). In this paper, Quine explains his endorsement of the ecumenical position from Stanford. Let me make two quick points about that paper. First, Quine makes explicit that he no longer endorses a definition of theoretical equivalence:


… I no longer consider the question of identity of theories worth pausing over. We can just speak of drastically unlike theory formulations, irreducible one to the other by any known system of sentence-to-sentence reinterpretation, and let the notion of theory go. I shall keep the word, but it may be construed as short for “theory formulation”. (Quine 1990, 13)



Quine elsewhere suggests theoretical equivalence is a “matter of degree” (1994, 229). It strikes me that Quine allows for a pragmatic, context-sensitive understanding of what counts as a theory. In justifying the ecumenical position from Stanford, Quine says that it “is in line with the spirit of scientific practice, which for the most part generates theories of limited scope and reckons each as true” (1990, 15). I suggest he is relying on the pragmatic grip scientists have on what the boundaries of a theory are, based on their expertise in their disciplines and the use to which they put their scientific sentences. It is a grip which can exist independent of a clean, general definition of sameness of theory applicable across science. We can use this pragmatic conception of theory to understand how T and T* are distinct overall theories in the sectarian and ecumenical positions from Stanford. Wherever T and T* differ, they differ over some theories of some disciplines, and we can rely on what counts as sameness of theory in each of these disciplines to say that T and T* are distinct overall theories because they have distinct theories as parts.

I confess this may not be a very satisfying way of understanding Quine here, or at least of defending him. Yemima Ben-Menahem argues that Quine’s rejection of a general definition of theoretical equivalence “enables Quine to hold onto underdetermination, but only by sapping it of any real epistemic interest” (Ben-Menahem 2006, 246). I am not convinced, in part because I find a pragmatic, context-sensitive notion of theory reasonable for Quine’s purposes. On the other hand, this notion requires a departure from what seems to be Quine’s normal understanding of a theory in his work: a set of sentences a scientific inquirer is disposed to affirm. On the basis of that notion, Quine’s move to the ecumenical position from Stanford does not make much sense: both T and T* are what we are disposed to affirm, and therefore seem to be the same theory. It is not even clear we can then distinguish the ecumenical position from the sectarian one if we grant the sectarian can oscillate to the other theory and affirm it, since that seems to be a disposition to affirm those sentences—a point to which I return below. I request the reader simply grant Quine’s (or my Quinean) context-sensitive distinction between theories in what follows. Even granting this possibly awkward view on theories, there are other awkward, perhaps objectionable, aspects of Quine’s views on the sectarian/ecumenical distinction which I will draw out below.

Second, as is implicit in his endorsement of the ecumenical position from Stanford, Quine rejects EEW, and now seems to endorse EEW*:


EEW*: If a theory formulation is empirically equivalent to my own and equally elegant and simple as it, the theories are equally warranted.



This is suggested by his comment that “it offends our empiricist sensibilities to distinguish thus invidiously between empirically equivalent theories, if they are equally elegant as well” (Quine 1990, 14). Note this is a tweak of his claim in RG that he “find[s] it offensive to my empiricist sensibilities” not to endorse theories empirically equivalent to our own as true (RG 156). There it seemed he held EEW: that all theories empirically equivalent to mine are true. I take it Quine has realized, probably based on his conversations at Stanford, that EEW is too strong.

Quine’s newfound ecumenism does not last long. By his 1990 Pursuit of Truth, he adopts the sectarian position from Stanford. Let us jump to the middle of his discussion—I cite the 1992 revised edition. Quine asks us to imagine “two theories, ours and another, such that we are persuaded of their empirical equivalence but we see no way of systematically converting one into the other by reinterpretation sentence by sentence, as we did in the example of the proxy function and that of the sphere” (1992, 97).9 Up to this point, Quine asserts that if there is any “systematic sentence-by-sentence conversion” between our T and an empirically equivalent T*, then T* is true, and we use the “conversion” to translate the other theory when affirming it if T* and T are incompatible without it. A general recipe Quine mentions here as a “systematic sentence-by-sentence conversion”, missing from previous discussions, is the notion of a proxy function.10 Examples like the “molecule” and “electron” swap from Humphries noted above would also count. Although Quine at this point has eschewed a general and sharp definition of “theory”, Quine is inclined to say that T* is the same theory as T when T* can be systematically converted to T sentence by sentence.

So, now let us consider T and T*, empirically equivalent and not convertible sentence by sentence. There are a variety of cases Quine wants to consider. I will frame the cases Quine presents in terms of answers to a few yes-no questions. First, a two-part question:11

(1) Is T* compatible with T, and (2) is every term of T* translatable into T’s language?

If “yes” to both questions, then T* implies a sentence in T’s language that T fails to imply. Quine recommends that we accept such a sentence when it “answers theoretical questions that ours left open” (1992, 97); do not if not.12

Supposing the answer is “no” to either (1) or (2), Quine simplifies the remaining possibilities. A “no” answer to (1) means that T* is incompatible with T. Quine applies Davidson’s maneuver to change our initial translation. Applying Davidson’s maneuver, T* is compatible with T but contains terms not translatable into the language of T. Hence, “no” answers to (1) and (2) get combined.

For “no” answers to both (1) and (2), consider now question (3):

(3) Is T* equally simple and natural as T?

If the answer to (3) is “no,” then Quine says to “bar” the terms not translatable into T “from our language as meaningless” (1992, 98). He continues, “After all, they are not adding to what our own theory can predict, any more than ‘phlogiston’ or ‘entelechy’ does, or indeed ‘fate,’ ‘grace,’ ‘nirvana,’ ‘mana’” (1992, 98). If “yes,” we stop at two options: the sectarian “attitude” (1992, 99) of failing to accept T*, or the ecumenical attitude of accepting T*.

Quine then clarifies the distinction between the ecumenical “attitude” or position in RG and the one from Stanford, and then he compares the merits of the ecumenical position from Stanford and the sectarian position from Stanford. According to the ecumenical position from Stanford, the values of variables of the two theories are “delimited” by distinctive predicates for the theories “as needed” (1992, 100). Quine asks: “How much more widely should the variables range?” He then asks if there would be a hierarchy of truth-predicates for each theory complete with a hierarchy of styles of variables for each theory, which would be his way of implementing his explication of truth suggested a few sections earlier (1992, 88–90). He says: “We must call a halt. We sought only an inclusive language, not a third theory” (1992, 90).

Quine then explains why he now endorses the sectarian position from Stanford:


What is to be gained [by the ecumenical position from Stanford] is not evident, apart from the satisfaction of conferring the cachet of truth evenhandedly. The sectarian is no less capable than the ecumenist of appreciating the equal evidential claims of the two rival theories of the world. He can still be evenhanded with the cachet of warrantedness, if not of truth. Moreover he is as free as the ecumenist to oscillate between the two theories for the sake of added perspective from which to triangulate on problems. In his sectarian way he does deem the one theory true and the alien terms of the other meaningless, but only so long as he is entertaining the one theory rather than the other. He can readily shift the shoe to the other foot. (Quine 1992, 100)



Quine then says the case under discussion is a “fantasy”, a “thought experiment out beyond where linguistic usage has been crystallized by use.” As Quine notes at the end of Quine (1990), this remark was influenced by Dreben.

The sectarian position from Stanford is Quine’s final take on the matter. In his 1998 reply to Gibson’s second paper in the updated Library of Living Philosophers volume, Quine says that he has “settled into the sectarian” (1998, 685).







Quine (1960, 22) and (1960, 78), for example.



Quine publishes a new and distinct reply to a new paper by Gibson in the second 1998 edition of the volume (Quine 1998).



See Smith (2022) for discussion, including citation of correspondence between Quine and Gibson (Gibson and Quine 1998) leading to Quine’s recognition of the conflict.



This is a play on an example from Quine (1960, 16).



In Quine (1990) he says that, when a theory contains “alien terms” such as those made by Davidson’s maneuver, we “account the sentences neither true nor false that contain the alien terms, since our truth predicate makes sense only relative to our own language and to translations into it” (1990, 14). I take this to be his considered position on the matter. In “The Sensory Support of Science” (1986b, 337), Quine briefly toys with the option of treating the other theory as false; however, that is under the assumption that Davidson’s maneuver has not been applied, and so without the assumption that the theory contains a term untranslatable into our language. In the 1986 Stanford colloquium, Quine mentions having presented what became Quine (1986b) earlier that year in St. Louis. (He does not mention it by name, but thanks to Benjamin Marschall for confirming he is referring to it). He mentions the thought that we can treat one theory as true and the other also false but that he thinks Davidson’s maneuver needs to be applied still:


… so here we have these two theories, we’re still persuaded that they’re empirically equivalent, but one of them is true and the other is false. But then, as somebody just a couple of months ago at St. Louis complained, I think rightly, that’s intolerable to say that yes both of these theories are equally warranted, but one’s true and the other’s false. Then, I thought of a way around that, namely appeal again to Don’s device. … And that new word, that respelled word is not translatable into our language, so we can’t say “true”; we can’t say “false”. So it’s a theory which, from the point of your theory, we cannot understand the sense of translating it. Therefore we can’t apply our truth predicate to it. (Marschall 2026, 68)





We can translate some sentences of T* into our theory T and given them a truth-value; at the very least we can translate the observation categoricals, since we assume T* is empirically equivalent to T. The observation sentences in the categoricals may naturally be expressed in T* using theoretical terms of T*, as observation sentences are often expressible using terms of a theory (see Quine 1992, 6–9 on this point). But given we believe T is empirically equivalent to T*, we are able to find some term in our language to express those categoricals.



See Smith (2022) for more discussion of this exchange on set theories from the colloquium.



This is a consequence of my argument in Smith (2021) about Quine’s views on meaninglessness, which I say a little more about below.



Quine also offers a new definition of empirical equivalence as “whatever observation would be counted for or against the one theory counts equally for or against the other” (1992, 95–96). He offers this self-admittedly “ill-defined” (1992, 96) notion of empirical equivalence to deal with cases where logical implication of empirical content does not seem to capture the way observation relates to theory in scientific practice.



See Quine (1992, 96, 31–33).



The following is adapted from Smith (2022).



Actually, this is not what Quine says—his wording suggests we accept T* no matter what: “This case presents no problem. We would simply accept the other theory and incorporate it into our own as an enrichment, answering many theoretical questions that ours left open” (1992, 97). But this is incautious, since one could keep adding to one’s theory sentences that make for empirically equivalent theories that one does not want. For example, we could add stronger and stronger axioms of set theory that Quine would likely think do not change our overall theory’s empirical content and that Quine would not accept, such axioms positing the existence of inaccessible cardinals (Quine 1991, 220). He is more cautious about such a case elsewhere: they “can be freely added … They might even be welcome additions” (RG 156). Lars Bergström in effect points this out in (Bergström 1993, 343).
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3 Naturalism and the Sectarian/Ecumenical Dilemma

Recall that Quine ends up endorsing:


EEW*: If a theory formulation is empirically equivalent to my own and equally elegant and simple as it, the theories are equally warranted.



EEW* means that Quine takes the decision over whether to accept the sectarian or the ecumenical position—the sectarian/ecumenical decision—to be about whether or not to endorse a distinct theory that is equally warranted as ours.

I have argued in Smith (2022) that it makes sense for Quine to think that the decision to be made is a difficult one: that it is a dilemma, not just a decision. This is because, as I argued, it requires weighing a defeasible principle expressing his naturalism against defeasible principles expressing his empiricism. Let me review that argument and use it to make an additional point about Quine’s views on the dilemma: why agnosticism about both theories is a response Quine does not endorse. This will help set the stage for my critical examination of Quine’s views afterwards.

Quine’s naturalism claims that there is no better set of standards, if simply no other set of standards, for justifying our current scientific beliefs about what is true than our current best scientific standards.1 Quine therefore rejects the attempts of some philosophers to find extra-scientific justification for our scientific attitudes. In citing naturalism in favor of sectarianism, he says “we can plead that we have no higher access to truth than our evolving theory” (1992, 99). Why does naturalism favor sectarianism?

The overarching idea of Quine’s naturalism is its admonition improve and work from within our theory, as a “busy sailor’s adrift on Neurath’s boat” (1981c, 72) who helps to repair the boat of science while upon it. This means we change and modify science in ways that generally departs only a little from the way that science in given disciplines is currently done. At any given time, Quine recommends we generally take a large body of scientific beliefs and methods for granted, spread across a variety of disciplines and subdisciplines. Our overall theory T consists of a variety of parts supported by a variety of standards local to the scientific disciplines which produce those parts: biology, physics, mathematics, psychology, and so on. Some disciplines have a greater effect on our overall theory’s content than others: logic, for example, permeates the web of belief, as does mathematics. But given this overarching idea, the changes we make, large or small, are done continuously with how those changes have been made so far.

As I put it in Smith (2022), naturalism can be understood as a maxim: a defeasible principle that we weigh heavily but is weighed against other principles in scientific contexts. As an example of a maxim, consider what Quine calls the maxim of minimum mutilation. When revising a theory when it conflicts with what we observe, the maxim of minimum mutilation tells us to “rescind” a sentence of the theory, and those that imply it, “that seems most suspect, or least crucial, to our overall theory”, up until the point where “consistency seems to be restored” (1992, 14–15) within the theory and with observation. This maxim needs to be weighed against the virtue of simplicity, as simplicity sometimes leads us to reject crucial beliefs: “If the scientist sees his way to a big gain in simplicity he is even prepared to rock the boat very considerably for the sake of it” (1992, 15). So, we may need to weigh the maxim of minimum mutilation less by giving up beliefs some crucial beliefs, if the gain from simplicity is great.

I recommend in the context of the sectarian/ecumenical decision to understand naturalism as this maxim:


Maximize accepting sentences in a scientific context C that are solely supported by standards that support sentences in C in one’s best current scientific theory. (Smith 2022)



We can, for example, decide in a context to weigh the naturalist maxim a bit less by using distinct, although significantly similar, standards to support sentences in C. I argued in Smith (2022) that the ecumenist position appeals to different maxims than the naturalist one: general empiricist maxims which place special weight on empirical equivalence and simplicity of overall theory. Combined, the empiricist maxims together say the following: maximize endorsing theories empirically equivalent to our true one, unless the theories are not simple or elegant to a high enough degree. Thus, to endorse the ecumenist position and endorse T* in addition to T is to suggest that some global methodological standards are needed to supplement one’s local standards that were sufficient to justify all the various parts of T. Therefore, the ecumenist weighs these empiricist maxims more heavily than the naturalist maxim in this case. But it is also reasonable to weigh the naturalist maxim more heavily in this case, as the sectarian does. We can decide that we should be content with what our local standards have procured and not use a global standard to endorse T* in addition. That is why naturalism counts in favor, although does not demand, the sectarian position over the ecumenical one, making sense of Quine’s vacillation between the two positions. The vacillation results from different decisions about how to weigh scientific maxims.

This maxim-based reading of Quine also helps to explain a presupposition of Quine’s discussion of the sectarian/ecumenical decision I did not examine in Smith (2022): Quine assumes that, whether or not we accept T*, we at least accept our original theory T (unless we as sectarians “oscillate” (1992, 100) to T*—more on this oscillation below). Lars Bergström (1993) resists this presupposition, arguing Quine’s position leads to skepticism. It is not hard to see the force of Bergström’s point. In general, if two theories are equally warranted and appear to conflict, the natural reaction is agnosticism: not enough reason exists to accept either theory. We should wait on further evidence to decide, or we should conclude the answer as to which theory is true is forever unknowable if we believe no further evidence could be procured. So why is this case different? It should be noted that agnosticism here may not require we give up all of our overall theory T. It only requires we give up the part of T conflicting with T*, which may only be a small part of T.

In deciding between endorsing one overall theory or both, we are weighing the naturalist maxim against empiricist ones, since the empiricist maxims act as a counterweight against the weight of the naturalist maxim in this case. But in deciding whether to believe the part of T conflicting with T* or not to believe that part, I see no maxim in Quine’s methodology to counteract the naturalist maxim’s weight. To outweigh the maxim here, we need to appeal either to local standards, or appeal to some global standard such as the empiricist maxims that serve as a possible exception to the naturalist maxim. I see neither kind of standard available in Quine’s methodological repertoire to make this decision. So, naturalism tells us to stick with T, even in the face of another equally warranted theory that appears to conflict with it. So, to give up our theory in light of a certain kind of empirically equivalent overall theory is to violate naturalism, as giving up our theory without some local scientific standard to support it is, on Quine’s understanding of science’s standards, to presuppose the existence of a standard better than our best current scientific standards.






See Quine (1981e, 21) and Quine (1981a, 72) for canonical statements of naturalism.
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4 Equal Warrant and Strong Parity

Now I wish to examine another presupposition of the sectarian/ecumenical decision Quine makes that I did not examine in Smith (2022): that the two theories are equally warranted. In particular, I wish to examine the meaning of “equally warranted” in the context of the sectarian/ecumenical decision. While I argued it is reasonable for Quine to have vacillated between the two positions, that argument only focuses on the justification for each position and does not examine in what sense the theories are equally warranted, as Quine asserts. I will now argue that there are two understandings of “equally warranted” available. On one understanding, examined in this section, there is no dilemma: the decision is clear. On the other understanding, examined in the remaining sections, there arguably is. But that notion raises some awkward options for Quine, and in turn raises interesting questions about the Quinean philosophical project.

I take it the notion of warrant Quine uses is basically the same as the notion of justification. Although Quine did not do any work in debates on the analysis of knowledge and justification that occupied analytic epistemology during his career, Quine perhaps gets the term “warrant” from those discussions. The claims about justification that would be at play in the context of the sectarian/ecumenical decision are those seen from perspective of one who is deliberating about whether to believe a certain empirically equivalent theory, or who is imagining herself engaging in such a deliberation. It faces each of us with the question: if I were in the position, would I accept this other theory as true, and on the basis of what reasons? In such context, we are not merely looking at some other person or ourselves in the past or future and making a claim about the warrant of their beliefs. We are looking at ourselves and making a claim about what reasons each of us has for believing a theory. In the context of my deliberation, I take it that my belief that T is true is justified if and only if I have sufficient reason to believe that T is true. Warrant or justification outside the context of deliberation does not obey this biconditional. We can look at another person, or ourselves in the past or in counterfactual circumstances, and say that their beliefs are justified but false. That is not something we do in the course of deliberation about what to believe. We may turn out to be wrong, of course, but thinking that we are wrong is something we think only in a different moment of deliberation, looking at ourselves in the past.

The Stanford colloquium provides some evidence that Quine is thinking of warrant in these terms when discussing empirical equivalence. When he starts reviewing his views on empirical equivalence and equal warrant on the first day, he says: “as somebody just a couple of months ago at St. Louis complained, I think rightly, that’s intolerable to say that yes both of these theories are equally warranted, but one’s true and the other’s false” (Marschall 2026, 68). If Quine were speaking of equal warrant more generally, it is puzzling that there is something “intolerable” here: two different believers often have equally warranted beliefs with different truth-values. But when deliberating about whether to believe two theories, it does seem intolerable to take oneself to be equally warranted in believing two theories but also take them to have different truth-values, since one is making a claim, it seems, about the equality of reasons one has for believing them.

If I am right about what warrant implies in the context of deliberation, what would equal warrant amount to in the context? Here is one natural understanding:


My belief in T is equally warranted as my belief in T* if and only if: I have sufficient reason to believe T is true on the basis of some set of reasons R if and only if I have sufficient reason to believe T* is true on the basis of some set of reasons R*.



More succinctly: I have enough reason to believe in one theory if and only if I have enough reason to believe in the other. I will say that, within the context of deliberation, two theories are strongly on a par when they meet the above biconditional. Please treat this as a stipulative definition of “strongly on a par” and its cognates: I need a label, and it is an imperfect one that does the job.

Given these points about warrant, the problem with the sectarian position is clear. On account of his naturalism, Quine assumes that I accept T is true (unless “oscillating” to T*, as I will discuss below, but that will not affect the argument). Given this, for me to recognize T* as equally warranted as T but to withhold belief in T* clashes with the above biconditional: if I have enough reason to accept T, I have enough reason to T* and should thus accept T*. This implies that it would be unreasonable to take T* to be incompatible with T. It would be unreasonable to hold this thought: “T is true. There is sufficient reason for thinking T* is true, since there is sufficient reason for thinking my T is true. But, alas, T* is false”. To avoid this unreasonable commitment, we can re-translate T* so that it is not false, using Davidson’s maneuver if necessary.

One might try to avoid this conclusion by arguing that there is a genuine dilemma if T* is held by your epistemic peer: someone who is in an equally good position as you are when it comes to epistemic matters relevant to assessing T and T*—same relevant cognitive abilities, same evidence, and the like. As the literature on peer disagreement attests, there is an intuitive dilemma as to whether or not we should reject our peers’ views if in conflict with our view; it seems intuitive to some philosophers that another person’s believing oppositely to me changes what I should believe, or at least requires me to reduce my degree of confidence.1 However, we have assumed, as Quine does, that T* does not conflict with T and at least one of T and T* are true; the issue of peer disagreement is primarily framed over conflicting beliefs and takes as a live option that we might hold neither. Moreover, I suggest we can understand the sectarian/ecumenical decision without peers: as if we discovered T* on our own, and we are simply looking at our own reasons and body of evidence for each theory. That strikes me as how Quine presents the issue. Further, discussing peer disagreement adds layers of complexity best examined independently: there is enough to examine without the issue of peers, as I hope my paper shows.

My conclusion is that Quine is mandated to hold the ecumenical position if the theories are strongly on a par. If the theories are strongly on the par, there is no dilemma. It is not even clear that we should call the sectarian/ecumenical decision a decision: it seems rather straightforward, or automatic, that one must accept a theory that is strongly on a par with a true one.2

One might argue that, in saying the other theory is equally warranted, Quine is saying the other theory is in some sense equally rational or reasonable theory to hold, where its rationality or reasonableness does not strongly indicate its truth, even in the context of deliberation. But it is puzzling why such a notion of warrant tempts one to be an ecumenist as Quine most certainly was tempted. His discussion indicates he takes equivalence of warrant to point toward belief in truth in the context of deliberation, even if not decisively. I do not see how this is supposed to work under the proposal at issue: unless “rational” is basically coextensive with “warrant” in deliberation, my belief T* being rational does not seem to tell me much about T*’s truth.






Section 5 of Frances and Matheson (2019) has an overview.



Let me here note that I do not think anything I say presupposes the unpopular view in the philosophy of psychology that we can decide to believe things.
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5 Parity and Weak Parity

There is a different understanding of the import of equal warrant in deliberation that more plausibly makes the sectarian/ecumenical decision a dilemma. Quine sometimes expresses the sectarian/ecumenical decision as a case where theories are underdetermined by the evidence. Underdetermination by the evidence can be understood as the idea that our reasons or evidence do not single out a particular theory as true. Strong parity implies that our reasons do not single out one theory as true because a single theory being true is not an option: it implies both theories are true or that neither are. But there is a different, more general, way of understanding the idea that our reasons do not single out a particular theory: we may have reason to accept one, but we do not thereby have reason to reject the other—to believe it is false. On this understanding, our reasons do not single a particular theory out because they fail to exclude or rule out its alternatives—they fail to make one stand out from the others.

In line with this idea, we can understand equality of warrant in the context of deliberation as follows:


My belief in T is equally warranted as my belief in T* if and only if: if there is a set of reasons R sufficient to believe T is true, it is not the case there is a set of reasons R* sufficient to believe T* is false; the same holds vice versa for T* and T.



More succinctly: if I have enough reason to believe in one, I lack enough reason to reject the other, and vice versa. Put negatively: I do not both have enough reason to believe one and also have enough reason to reject the other, and vice versa. Each theory may be clearly better than another on at least one standard or metric or even several standards or metrics, but no theory is good enough so that we can rule out the other. This does not imply the theories are in some sense incommensurable. It means that we are unable, as best as we can tell, to infer from the overall merit of the two theories to the claim that one is true to the exclusion of the other. I will say that two theories are in parity, or on a par, when they are equally warranted in the context of deliberation in the sense of the above biconditional. As in the case of “strong parity”, please treat this as a stipulative definition of “in parity”, “on a par”, and their cognates.1

Parity includes strong parity as a special case. Two theories can be on a par when I lack sufficient reason to reject each theory because I instead have sufficient reason to believe it. So, in this case of parity, I have sufficient reason to believe one theory if and only if I have sufficient reason to believe the other: the theories are strongly on a par. Say that two theories are weakly on a par if and only if they are on a par but not strongly so.

Theories might be on a par in an uninteresting way because they are not putatively about the same kinds of things. We may have sufficient reason to believe a set theory, but ought to be agnostic about a biological theory. The two theories are then on a par: the first conditional is satisfied when T = the set theory and T* = the biological theory, and the vice versa conditional is trivially satisfied because we lack sufficient reason to believe T*. While the theories are on a par, there is no point in comparing them in the first place, as they do not even appear to make conflicting claims.

Interesting cases of parity are putatively conflicting theories of the same subject matter: when they appear to contradict one another, or at least appear to not be jointly acceptable in some way. There are three possibilities of parity I focus on here: (1) we lack sufficient reason to believe either theory (2) we have sufficient reason to believe both theories (3) we have sufficient reason to believe just one of the two theories. In Cases (2) and (3), at least one theory on a par is true: assuming as I am that, when we are in the context of deliberation, to recognize we have sufficient reason to believe a theory will lead us to believe it is true. I will label cases where two theories are on a par (whether strongly or weakly so) and at least one is true parity including truth.

Case (1) is probably the normal state of affairs where parity occurs in inquiry: agnosticism is called for. We need to wait on further evidence or reasons to accept either, or we think none will ever come. Case (2) becomes a case of strong parity with a true theory, and all the considerations brought out in the previous section apply to it.

Case (3) makes sense when the theories are not about the same subject matter in the case above. But if they appear to conflict, it seems rather odd. If I have enough reason to accept S in a given theory, I thereby reject ~S implied by alternative theories. But if the theories are on a par, and so S is on a par with ~S, I do not have sufficient reason to reject ~S. Thus, I am in the seemingly unreasonable position of saying that I do not have sufficient reason to reject ~S, even though I have sufficient reason for accepting S and I thereby reject ~S because of my acceptance of S. But Quine can relieve the conflict between the two theories, and hence the unreasonable attitudes to which the conflict gives rise, either by a sentence-by-sentence translation or by Davidson’s maneuver. With Davidson’s maneuver, by changing our translation, we in effect realize, or decide, that the two theories have two different subject matters: similar subject matters, but using ultimately different concepts, about different kinds of things.

Thus, we see how general considerations of the coherence or reasonableness of attitudes justify re-translation or Davidson’s maneuver both in the case where a theory is strongly on a par with a true theory and when it is weakly on a par with it. I suggest both can be understood as justified by charitable translation: we reject translations that suggest or imply unreasonableness or irrationality of attitudes on the part of a rational person being translated, whether ourselves or another. We know that Quine independently appeals to charity in translation in other cases in this way: for example, he rejects translating non-classical logics as using the same logical symbols as classical logic.2

We can thus read the sectarian/ecumenical decision as involving, or appearing to involve, parity including truth: we have to decide whether one or both theories apparently on a par are true. Unlike when we interpret equal warrant in deliberation as strong parity, I submit belief in the other theory for Quine is not automatic if the theories are weakly on a par. By applying Davidson’s maneuver, I would not thereby reject T* if it is weakly on a par with T: I view T* as about a similar but distinct kind of thing. Even so, I lack sufficient reason to accept T* when they are weakly on a par. So, some kind of deliberation is necessary. What then guides our deliberation about whether or not to believe T* when theories appear to conflict and are weakly on a par, lacking sufficient reason to believe T*? I will address this question at the paper’s end.

Parity including truth, I submit, is not limited to hypothetical scenarios for Quine. I submit Quine’s attitudes toward set theories plausibly yields parity including truth. An investigation of Quine’s discussion of five systems of set theory at the end of Set Theory and Its Logic (1969) does not present a decisive consideration in favor of one as opposed to the other, but a grab bag of minor merits and demerits of each in comparison to each other. In 1960, Quine says that the “various ways are known” for avoiding the paradoxes of set theory


have their several strengths and weaknesses, and none stands out clearly as the most satisfactory … On the whole … one manages to salvage most of the utility that the old class theory seemed (in happy ignorance of the paradoxes) to afford, apart from simplicity of governing principles. Naturalness, for whatever it is worth, is of course lost; a multitude of mutually alternative, mutually incompatible systems of class theory arises, each with only the most bleakly pragmatic claims to attention. (Quine 1960, 268)



As he says in 1969: “Let me seize this opportunity to leave the reader with a sense of how open the problem of a best foundation for set theory remains” (1969, 329).

But Quine’s attitude toward set theories in the middle of his career is not agnostic: he thinks that at least one must be true. At least one must be true, Quine thinks, because set theories provide the simplest and clearest way to provide foundations for mathematics and achieve other purposes in natural science and ontology, as argued in Quine (1960, chap. 7), for example. We cannot remain agnostic about all of them. Further, we must make a choice in a given scientific context between these options in order to do science in a simple and clear way. We cannot rest with asserting a disjunction and saying at least one of them is true: we must use and affirm one of them to formulate our mathematical commitments. But no set of considerations decisively counts in favor of one such simple, clear, and useful foundation and against another: nothing singles a particular set theory out. While some parts of these theories are empirically applicable, each has aspects that play no role in empirical science. We must make a choice even if it is not uniquely singled out. As Quine (1954, 117–20) highlights, our choice of a set theory seems aptly called conventional.

Quine by 1986 endorses Zermelo-Frankael set theory (ZF) plus the axiom known as V = L—he endorses ZFL for short. V = L implies the axiom of choice (AC). AC is independent of ZF and usually added to it. Although it was once controversial in the early twentieth century, AC is less controversial due to its usefulness for a variety of mathematical purposes, several of which Quine (1969) recognizes. V = L also implies the truth of the continuum hypothesis (CH), an assertion independent of ZF about the size (the cardinality) of infinite sets: it says there is no set whose size is between the size of the set of natural numbers and the size of the set of the real numbers. V = L’s settling of the truth-values of AC and CH which are otherwise independent of ZF is, in Quine’s mind, one of its main attractions, given the importance of AC and CH’s truth-values to set theory (1992, 94-–95).

Quine’s endorsement of ZFL does not remove the parity between all set theories from the middle of his career. ZFL’s truth does not thereby give us sufficient reason to think all other theories mentioned above are false. In particular, it does not settle the question of whether we have reason to think Quine’s New Foundations (NF) is false—a set theory he devised in the 1930s which results from modifications of Bertrand Russell and Alfred North Whitehead’s theory of types. I do not see why Quine would change his mind on the relative merits and demerits of NF from what he argued in Quine (1969). And those statements of relative merits and demerits do not show that we have reason to think NF is false. This is so even though, on the face of it, ZFL and NF conflict. For example, NF implies the axiom of choice is false. As already noted, NF also implies there is a universal set, which ZFL implies does not exist.

I propose, therefore, that Quine thinks that ZFL is on a par with NF, and he might think they are weakly on a par. This claim needs more substantiation by looking at the details which I lack space to cover fully here; however, I believe it is a plausible reading I invite us to consider. I note that, in Quine (1991, 221), a passage suggests, although does not imply, that one could believe either ZFL or NF.3 Quine (1954, 114) suggests different set theories should be translated as using different set membership symbols, implying they do not conflict. Additionally, as we saw in the transcript of the Stanford colloquium, he suggests we apply Davidson’s maneuver to different set theories.

We can think of different set theories as yielding parity independent of bringing up empirical equivalence of overall theories. But we can think of these as cases where the theories we get by exchanging set theories are empirically equivalent, as the Stanford transcript suggests. It is not clear Quine would agree alternative set theories are equally simple or elegant. So, it is not clear they result in a sectarian/ecumenical decision. But I am not sure he would agree that some are, on the whole, less simple or elegant than others. Perhaps this justifies, then, why Quine does not mention set theories in print in discussion of empirical equivalence. In his splitting of cases of empirically equivalent theories lacking a sentence-by-sentence interpretation into our own, he starts with less simple and elegant empirical equivalents and then moves to equally simple and elegant ones. Set theories may not be clear cases of either.






I thus do not intend to invoke Ruth Chang’s notion of parity, taken as an evaluative relation in addition to equal goodness, betterness, and worseness. See Chang (2002).



In Smith (2022), I argue Davidson’s maneuver is best understood as justified by charitable translation. There, I was concerned to explain how Quine can apply the maneuver to a theory that is empirically equivalent to a true theory, even when it is not equally warranted as it, as I argue that Quine comes to believe. Hence, the above arguments seem to fail to justify Davidson’s maneuver, since strong parity and weak parity are intended as interpretations of equal warrant. Two options present themselves. One is to argue similarly to how I did in Smith (2022). There, I argued that charity gives us some reason to reject a translation of someone (including ourselves) if our translation implies a person believes something we take to be false when she is in a position to recognize she has only a weak reason for believing it. Given another theory is empirically equivalent to our true theory, it means we have a weak basis for thinking it says something false: it may not be equally warranted, but it is pretty close. It is pretty close in warrant because Quine’s empiricist commitments weigh in favor of, but do not always demand, believing all theories empirically equivalent to true theories are true. In cases where the empirical equivalent is not equally warranted, we are not thereby required to apply Davidson’s maneuver, but we have some reason to do so, which we can weigh alongside other reasons. A second option is to argue that empirically equivalent theories are on a par, and then to apply the argument for Davidson’s maneuver above. Then, if we best understand equal warrant in deliberation via parity, empirically equivalent theories are equally warranted. This cuts against my interpretation given above and in Smith (2022) of Quine’s views from 1986 and later. However, modifying our interpretation of Quine here is not too awkward. Cases that make Quine from 1986 and on think that empirical equivalents are not all equally warranted are cases where we add some useless stuff to an already adequate theory of the world that is untranslatable into it, pseudoscience being the extreme case. But perhaps it makes sense that an overall theory T* = T + useless stuff is on a par with T: in accepting T, we do not thereby have reason to think T* is false, because T* is neither true nor false.



Discussing inductive definitions of truth and satisfaction, he says: “If we are prepared to conceive of our single language in the form of a cumulative theory of types, with an ordinary general-utility set theory such as Zermelo’s or my “New Foundations” as its bottom type, then we can easily convert the inductive definition at each level into a direct one” (1991, 221).
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6 Carnap and the Awkwardness of Weak Parity

It is fruitful to compare Quine’s views on parity to the ideas of his teacher Rudolf Carnap. Carnap’s philosophy was motivated by his frustration with fruitless disputes over apparently conflicting “theories” and theses of philosophy, logic, and mathematics of the early twentieth century.1 Such debates were fruitless, in Carnap’s view, because the participants did not have clear criteria for settling their disputes. In some cases, neither participant should believe as they do. The warrant of their “theories” or claims, we might say, are on a par, but neither should take their views to be true. Agnosticism at best is called for; at worst, both apparently conflicting claims lack cognitive content. Carnap thinks we can ignore some disputes between “theories” in parity when those “theories” lack a scientific use, such as speculative metaphysics. He thinks we can use the tools of scientific philosophy to exhibit their lack of scientific use.

But we cannot ignore those disputes when we seem unable to avoid affirming those sentences in science. We cannot avoid using and affirming sentences of logic and mathematics, even though it seems to Carnap that we lack any evidence which would support believing the truth of a logical statement of one system and disbelieving an alternative in an alternative system.2 Disputes over the correctness of such claims are fruitless because they are on a par, even though we must endorse one of the claims. We have a problem of parity including truth.

Carnap’s principle of tolerance, on which we are free to adopt any clearly statable linguistic rules we like, is Carnap’s solution to—or, perhaps, dissolution of—parity including truth. By advocating linguistic tolerance, Carnap recommends we chalk up the dispute to different linguistic choices and take our endorsement of such sentences to be free linguistic choices. We can choose freely from amongst the apparently conflicting alternatives, justified solely by our purposes and not truth-conducive considerations. Moreover, it is the linguistic rules we agree to share that set the conditions for the measurement and comparison of warrant: outside of them, no assessments of warrant are to be made. Once one has adopted a choice of rules, Carnap thinks there is no parity between conflicting sentences if the rules support believing one is true: if the rules and the evidence we collect guided by those rules support one sentence, they thereby support rejecting its contraries. Previous to a choice of the rules, the apparently conflicting sentences are only trivially on a par: any of the sentences may be chosen on the basis of only pragmatic considerations, and not on the basis of reasons in the sense of reasons that support belief in truth. So, Carnap either eliminates or trivializes parity between two sides of an apparent dispute, depending upon whether we have already chosen rules for assessing a given sentence or not.

Although no one to my knowledge has explicitly compared Carnap and Quine on parity including truth, there is a common way philosophers look at Quine’s major epistemological difference with Carnap which we can put in terms of parity including truth as follows: unlike Carnap, Quine eliminates or trivializes parity including truth in philosophy, logic, and mathematics by folding them into empirical science, broadly construed. In this way, disputes can be in principle resolved, or shown to have unknown or unknowable answers, on the basis of scientific standards for choosing scientific theories, and not languages equipped with linguistic rules yielding linguistic truths.

This common story is largely accurate, but it may have exceptions: set theories and the sectarian/ecumenical decision. In these cases, does Quine eliminate or trivialize parity including truth like Carnap? On the one hand, by using re-translation or Davidson’s maneuver, theories in a case of parity including truth do not conflict. In that way, especially if Davidson’s maneuver is applied, Quine seems to make parity including truth an uninteresting case, like the comparison of a set theory with a biological theory: the theories use different terms. On the other hand, there is still a dilemma over accepting one or both theories if they are weakly on a par, even after being translated so as not to conflict, since their use is governed by the purposes of the same discipline. Although ZFL does not conflict with NF, that does not imply my set-theoretic purposes are met by endorsing both: it could be that endorsement of more than one is unnecessary to achieve those purposes. For Carnap, there is no dilemma; or, at least, there is no dilemma in any epistemic form. Before choosing a language, the only constraints on our choice of apparently conflicting alternatives are merely pragmatic, based not on truth-conducive considerations but considerations of usefulness only based on our purposes. Once we have chosen a language, our linguistic rules either settle the truth-value of a given sentence or provide the standards for assessing evidence for or against it.

The point, then, is that Quine may allow for parity between two theories with just one true theory, even when the theories are used in the same discipline or subdiscipline. Let me note some prima facie awkward consequences of Quine’s allowing for this possibility.

First, there is the seemingly awkward conclusion that, for the sectarian, the other theory we do not endorse at a time is viewed at that time as neither true nor false, perhaps even as meaningless. On Quine’s view, we can only apply a truth predicate to a sentence, and therefore say a sentence is true or false, if that sentence is in the language of our theory or translations into it. Since, by hypothesis, the other theory contains a term untranslatable into ours, it contains sentences neither true nor false, because we “bar them from our language as meaningless” (1992, 98). The same considerations apply to a set theory we do not endorse which we have translated as not conflicting with ours via Davidson’s maneuver. To assess the tenability of this position, we need at least to investigate what it means from a Quinean point of view to say that sentences or expressions are meaningless. I have attempted this in Smith (2021). Putting it roughly, I argue that to say an expression is meaningless is, in Quine’s view, to say it is useless for formulating scientific theories.3

The second awkward problem comes from thinking through what is involved in believing just one theory is true at a time when the alternative is weakly on a par with it. There are three options as I see it. On the first option, we can switch back and forth between which theories we believe, depending upon our purposes. If we are to interpret the equal warrant of theories in the sectarian/ecumenical decision via weak parity, this is the option Quine takes up: Quine suggests the sectarian can “oscillate” between the two theories, and thereby use the other theory in certain contexts even if she does not use it now. It seems we should understand this idea as follows: by “oscillating” between two theories, one is giving up one’s belief in one and believing the other. In entertaining the other theory for “added perspective”, I am changing my mind, coming to disbelieve one theory and newly believe the other. To bring out the awkwardness of this view, recall Davidson’s cheeky comment from Stanford:


I don’t even see what the economy is. If you’re going to keep both of these on hand and use them, what was the economy. You put one car in the garage while you use the other one. You still own both cars. What’s the economy? I don’t even understand the concept of economy here anymore. If you really want to be able to use both of them, what is it that you saved by saying that’s in a different language rather than just saying that’s part of the language I’m not using now. (Marschall 2026, 320)



Quine got around the issue of economy by restricting assessments of economy to individual theories and construed the ecumenical position as endorsing two distinct theories. But Davidson is making a broader point independent of theoretical economy. Beliefs are like possessions. If you own a car, the mere fact you do not use it most of the time does not thereby mean you give up ownership. A particular thing you do, such as transferring a signed title to another in exchange for an agreed payment, means you give up ownership. In fact, if you do use it some of the time and exhibit other marks of ownership—e.g., the car is in your garage—then that suggests you do own it. (It does not prove it, of course, as you may be a brazen thief). Similarly, to give up a belief, I have got to do more than just not affirm it most of the time or decide not to affirm it in a particular context. In fact, if I do affirm it some of the time, and affirm it in a relevant context of inquiry when entertaining theories for scientific purposes, that suggests I do believe it. To insist despite these considerations that I really do give up a belief when I want to entertain another theory makes our belief seem too unstable, too flaky. I am changing my mind not for what seems to be a truth-conducive consideration, but just because I want to see what things are like according to the other theory. Our beliefs seem to lack the tenacity they ought to have. They seem more like assumptions than beliefs.

Another way of understanding weak parity with just one true theory is via relativism about truth: my theory T is true for me now, while T* is true in some other sense. T* could be true for me at some other time, but not now. Truth for me now is true-in-T, whereas T* is true-in-T* but not true for me now. On this view, oscillating between two theories is a matter of changing truth predicates that count as expressing what I think is true now: when I oscillate to T*, truth-in-T* would be truth for me then. The problem is that Quine rather explicitly rejects relativism about truth and does so specifically in the context of the sectarian/ecumenical decision.4 Aside from his explicit rejection of relativism, I believe relativism meshes poorly with Quine’s naturalism. Quine insists that to attribute truth to a scientific sentence is to attribute it to a sentence of a theory we endorse or to a translation of that sentence within a theory we endorse.5 This is a consequence of, or at least naturally pairs with, his naturalism, on which we make judgments of truth within science only on the basis of our best current scientific theory and methods. The idea that a sentence of another theory can be true in some sense, even if we do not endorse it at the time, cuts against his naturalism.

The final option is to give up the idea that we oscillate and that we have to pick one theory and stick with it. But now our commitment seems too arbitrary. It seems we could have just as easily endorsed the other. We stick with one as true and the other as not (in fact, with the other as neither true nor false), fully aware the totality of our reasons do not rule out the alternative choice.

We thus have something of a trilemma: if I only believe one of two theories weakly on a par at a given time, my belief in truth is unstable, relative, or arbitrary. Perhaps one of the three options is not as unpalatable as I have suggested. Regardless, I want to give voice to some prima facie concerns in order to highlight that there are important questions about the Quinean approach to parity including truth worthy of further investigation.

To accentuate these concerns and bring to light one of these important questions, suppose we find the trilemma probative. Suppose further we respond to it by believing both theories. This seems reasonable to avoid our awkward trilemma. We had sufficient reason to believe T, and now we have thought that, to avoid the trilemma, we believe both. The question then is: on what basis? I claim things are awkward again. If the theories are weakly on a par and we take both to be true, we now declare that both theories are true, even though we deny we have sufficient reason to believe T* (if we had sufficient reason to believe both, they would be strongly on a par). Our epistemology starts to get fuzzy: we can reasonably believe T* without having sufficient reason to do so while acknowledging we do have sufficient reason to believe T.

One might find this situation fuzzy because one finds the notion of “sufficient reason” fuzzy. While I have not defined the notion, the problem can be seen without a definition. The problem is that sufficient reason leads to belief sometimes and now appears not to lead to belief in others, and we would like to know why. Carnap does not have this problem. He divides the kind of reasons available: pragmatic ones outside a choice of a framework and epistemic or truth-conducive ones within them. Sufficient reason is insufficient for belief sometimes because it is sometimes irrelevant for belief: in some cases, only pragmatic reasons are relevant—“reasons” in a broader sense. But Quine does not seem to have the resources to divide his epistemology this way. In fact, he explicitly stresses that, unlike Carnap, his epistemology is unitary: all reasons for belief are, to some degree or another, pragmatic.6 In Section 5, I asked the question: what guides our deliberation about whether or not to believe T* when theories appear to conflict, do not actually conflict due to re-translation, and are weakly on a par? Within Quine’s philosophy, I confess I am unsure what the answer is. Here then is one question worthy of investigation within Quine’s philosophy, if not necessary to investigate within Quine’s philosophy, if Quine takes some theories to be weakly on a par with each other.

I will leave things here. In determining whether or not Quine can respond to these prima facie problems, we have an intriguing path of research in the Quinean philosophical program. More generally, it is a path through the shared philosophical commitments of Quine and his teacher Carnap. Both philosophers, as methodological empiricists, come up against the problem of disputes in philosophy, logic, and mathematics that seem to lead to parity. The responses they make to this problem strike at the core of their philosophies and the disagreements between them. Just as Quine’s conversation partners at Stanford in 1986 sought to improve and critically examine Quine’s philosophy, my paper is an invitation for us to continue to converse with Quine’s works and with one another to improve and critically examine his philosophy today.
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See Carnap (1937). The following reading of Carnap is influenced by Ebbs (2017).



This does not strictly speaking apply to all of the important apparent disputes Carnap seeks to dissolve. Intuitionistic arithmetic of the first-order variety, which Carnap aims to explicate in Language I of Carnap (1937) does not on a face-value translation contain a sentence which is the negation of a sentence of classical mathematics, which Carnap aims to explicate in Language II of Carnap (1937). Moreover, by accepting classical mathematics, one does not reject any sentence of first-order intuitionistic mathematics. (The intuitionistic real analysis of Brouwer does contain sentences that are the negations of theorems of classical logic in the language of real analysis.) There should be a way to explicate the idea that there is an apparent dispute to dissolve even though disputants do not contradict one another. One way to do this in the present context is to expand the notion of parity as follows: T and T* are in parity if and only if, if there is a set of reasons R sufficient to believe T is true, it is not the case there is a set of reasons R* sufficient to refuse to believe T*, and vice versa. To refuse to believe T* is to not believe T* is true, without necessarily believing T* is false, and while not being uncertain about whether or not T* is true: one confidently fails to believe T*. This attitude arguably helps make sense of alternative logicians’ attitudes: unlike classical logicians, they do not reject as false everything they refuse to believe. Intuitionists refuse to believe some instances of excluded middle, in this way disputing with classical mathematicians and logicians who believe them all.



For a contrary point of view, see Hylton (2014).



See (Quine 1981c, 29–30). Quine says the decision “raises the specter of cultural relativism: each is evidently true from its own point of view” (1981a, 29). Notice this is not cultural relativism per se, si