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ABSTRACT

The Transcript of the 1986 Stanford Conversation records how Quine grap-
ples with the inconsistencies he seeks and finds in his own views. Why was
Quine so reluctant and ambivalent concerning propositional attitudes—
“the mental"—including the propositional attitudes of empathy? The hy-
pothesis explored in this article is that Quine’s acceptance of the mental
effected central, deep changes to his theory, so that we witness him being
torn between simplicity and conservation as he continued to improve on
his web of belief. Quine’s pragmatism and commitment to the hypothetico-
deductive method required him to adjust his existing web of belief in light
of new findings and systematic thinking, including the aims of science con-
strued—"Wissenschaft”, the epistemic virtues, the role of prediction, and
his preference for physical objects.

Section 2 considers Quine’s acceptance of mental notions; Section 3 focuses
on the propositional attitudes of empathy in particular. Section 4 sketches
some of the ramifications of this change for the aims of science broadly
construed—"Wissenschaft’—and hence of epistemic virtues, and for the
role of prediction.

[W]e cannot learn philosophy; for where is it, who is in possession of
it, and how shall we recognize it? We can only learn to philosophize,
that is, to exercise the talent of reason, in accordance with its universal
principles, on certain actually existing attempts at philosophy, always,
however, reserving the right of reason to investigate, to confirm, or to
reject these principles in their very sources. (Kant 1781, B866)

In my youth I thought of the question of existence, or what there is,
as perhaps the most basic question of philosophy and science. In the
fullness of time the scales fell from my eyes. (Quine 1997, 189)
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1. Introduction

The Transcript of the Stanford Conversation lets us eavesdrop on Quine
in the process of actually doing philosophy, using the hypothetico-
deductive method real time, in mediis rebus. At 77 he was ready to
abandon his long standing firmly held positions to correct for weak-
nesses—weaknesses he actively went looking for:

Quine: I'm very much in a quandary here. I can see conflict in these
considerations, in these views. It makes me wonder more what really
the right view is. (169)"

The Transcript records how Quine grapples head on with the inconsis-
tencies he seeks and finds in his own views—sometimes further pressed
by Davidson (Quine and Davidson 1994, 152):

Dreben: ... but Van it’s not clear what your answer is.
Q : You're right. It’s not clear to me. What do I think my answer is now?

(255-56)

Did he clarify or adjust his views or even change his mind during
precisely those days? That is difficult to determine and poses method-
ological challenges not least because the participants had discussed
“in both public and private” (134), before and after the Conversation,
starting in 1951 (Quine 1951, 20 fn. 1), including at the Davidson fest at
Rutgers April 1984 (Quine 1985a) and at a 1988 conference on Quine’s
work (Gibson and Barrett 1990).

The present reflections explore Quine’s ambivalence and continued
reluctance concerning propositional attitudes—*“the mental.” In the
Conversation he accepts Davidson’s anomalous monism (Davidson
1970)—as Quine describes it:

All the observation categoricals that are covered by this combination of
mentalistic theory and natural science are covered by natural science
alone, there’s the monism part of anomalous monism. And the additional
terminology in the mentalistic thing is not reducible to that, that’s the
anomalous part of anomalous monism. And we do keep the two of them
of course, and we couldn’t very well get along day to day without the
both of them. (182)

But Quine laments this:

'Plain page references are to the Transcript (Marschall 2026b).
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In fact I go along with you on the anomalous monism. But in earlier
writings I was somewhat more hopeful ... that ... some non-mental,
physical in that sense, conceptual apparatus terminology ... would
go much farther in the direction of what is now accomplished by
propositional attitude idioms (380).

His hesitation remains when he grudgingly goes public about this a few
years later (Quine 1990a). Why did he continue to resist? One hypothesis
is that Quine’s acceptance of the mental effected central, “deep” changes
to his theory.

We may be witnessing what he foresaw 35 years earlier: When called
to “adjust one strand of the fabric of science rather than another” Quine
thought we are often torn between simplicity and conservatism (Quine
1951, 43). Our “natural tendency to disturb the total system as little
as possible” renders us more reluctant to change “highly theoretical
statements of physics or logic or ontology . .. relatively centrally located
within the total network” (Quine 1951, 41).

Acceptance of the mental promises us complex gains in comprehen-
siveness but at the cost of theoretical simplicity. Propositional attitudes
even challenge the primacy Quine long granted to the physical: There is
a tension between his early preference for the conceptually basic which
inter alia made nominalism attractive, and his acceptance of propositional
attitudes. Accepting the mental may even have implications for the aim
of science and hence for the pragmatic justifications and relative value
of various epistemic virtues, of the role of predictions as the objective
of science or only an indication that the science “got reality right”, and
of the salience of ontology. Quine’s reluctance may therefore in part be
explained by the shift in epistemic values affected by his shifting choice
of the aims of science (De Benedetto and Luchetti 2023).

To situate Quine’s acceptance of the mental, consider three themes
where he changed his mind, Quine’s broad conception of science, em-
pirically equivalent theories, and stimulus meaning. This contribution
primarily focusses on the first, while other contributions of this special
issue address the others more in depth. They are all reflected in Pursuit
of Truth (1990a), revised 1992, discussed inter alia by Ebbs (1994), and in
the ensuing dialogue (Quine 1995b; Ebbs 2016).

In the Conversation Quine largely confirms that he endorses a broad
conception of science—Wissenschaft. This is not new—as early as “Two
Dogmas” his account of knowledge explicitly includes history within
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“total science”, and he writes already there of the “human sciences”
(Quine 1951, 39, 42). In Word and Object he notes that “What reality is
like is the business of scientists, in the broadest sense, painstakingly
to surmise” (Quine 1960, 22). The hypothetico-deductive method en-
compasses other sciences than physics, including grammar (Quine 1957,
5), history, economics, psychology, archeology and linguistics (116, 300,
333; Quine (1988)) and translation (Quine 1995b, 34). Soon after the
Conversation Quine protests against Hookway’s (1988) ascription to
him of a narrower conception of science: “All these passages ascribe a
far narrower conception of science to me than I hold” (Quine 1988; see
Verhaegh 2017). Itis striking that many scholars continued to take Quine
to hold a narrower physicalist conceptions of science, even quite late
(Putnam 2002). The following text uses”Wissenschaft” for this broad
conception.

Janssen-Lauret traces Quine’s endorsement of versions of anomalous
monism from the 1950s (Janssen-Lauret 2019). Quine maintained a
“mitigated anomalous monism” in the 1980 Kant lectures: While al-
lowing that most mental states “were governed by anomalous monism
... perceptual ones still had univocal physicalistic criteria of identity”
(Janssen-Lauret 2019, 183). After the Conversation, in the first edition
of Pursuit of Truth (1990a) he “had fully allied himself with David-
sonian anomalous monism” to secure “a smoother global epistemic
holism” (Janssen-Lauret 2019, 198, 193). There Quine cites Davidson’s
(1970/1980) “Mental Events”, and grants that Wissenschaft with lots
of “mentalistic talk” is useful since the mentalistic predicates describe
“irreducibly mental ways of grouping physical states and events” (Quine
1990a, 72; see Ebbs 1994, 537). Quine goes on to note that “Adherence to
extensionality does not deprive science of benefits from the intensional
side. As Dennett has urged, intensional accounts can contribute to
austere science” (perhaps with reference to Dennett 1978).

It is not clear which role the Conversation played for Quine’s change
on this point. The topic comes up in relation to the second theme of
alternative empirically equivalent theories. He vacillates about whether
to pursue a “sectarian” line and reject alternative empirically equivalent
theories to our own, or to endorse an ecumenical line that accepts both
(Ebbs 1994). Quine comes to adopt a particular view about the truth of
empirically equivalent theories:
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... my present view on truth of empirically equivalent theories. I accept
both as true ... couched in an inclusive language. Truth is defined over
the whole language, a la Tarski, not over each theory separately. If the
theories are incompatible, we reconcile them by Davidson’s trick of
respelling. (Quine 1988, see the transcript 161, 177)

Thirdly, Quine revised his view on the relationship between stimulus
meaning and intersubjectivity. This first appears in writing in Quine’s
“Three Indeterminacies” (Quine 1990b; Ebbs 1994), in Proceedings from
a conference April 9-13 1988 two years after the Conversation where the
topic was much discussed.

Quine later explains this change thus:

I was uneasy about what seemed to be the need of assuming more or
less a homology between people’s nerve endings.

... I came to realize rather that we don’t need any such community
of cause in the neural system, all we need is a meshing of outer be-
havior, which is where we learn language anyway. That was the big
improvement—I do recognize it as a big one. (Quine and Davidson 1994,

153)

These changes of emphasis or of mind took place over longer periods
of time, but the Transcript indicates some of the shifts—and Quine’s
reluctance.

Section 2 considers Quine’s acceptance of mental notions; Section 3
focuses on the propositional attitudes of empathy in particular. Section
4 sketches some of the ramifications of this change for the aims of science
broadly construed—"Wissenschaft”—and hence of epistemic virtues,
and for the role of prediction.

2. Accepting Mental Notions, Not Only Physicalist
Materialism

One explicit shift in Quine’s view concerns mentalistic and intentional
notions generally. He came to reject a physicalist view of “eliminative
materialism” (Quine 1960, 221) and the aim to reduce other parts of
science to physics. He has a clear change of mind about Brentano’s
choice. In 1960 he holds that

One may accept the Brentano thesis either as showing the indispensability
of intentional idioms and the importance of an autonomous science of
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intention, or as showing the baselessness of intentional idioms and the
emptiness of a science of intention. My attitude, unlike Brentano’s, is
the second. (Quine 1960, 221)

Quine struggled to accommodate propositional attitude reports without
accepting an “autonomous science of intention” (Quine 1960, 221). In
1990 he acknowledges that

The keynote of the mental is not the mind; it is the content-clause
syntax, the idiom ‘that p’. Brentano was right about irreducibility of
intensional discourse. But there is no dismissing it. It implements vital
communication and harbors indispensable lore about human activity
and motivation, past and expected. Its irreducibility is the more reason
for treasuring it: we have no substitute. (Quine 1990a, 71)

Even charitable readers missed this point (Putnam 2002). Quine accepts
Davidson’s anomalous monism, but reluctantly. The Transcript records
his reluctance:

Early and late I would be hopeful in this sense, that I would like to see some
non mental, physical in that sense, conceptual apparatus terminology
that would go much farther in the direction of what is now accomplished
by propositional attitude idioms than we can with them now. But I
certainly don’t have any direct notions of how to do it. (380, emphasis
added)

He still voices regret in 1995:

As for the propositional attitudes, of which I view “perceives that’ as the
pioneer, I have long recognized and deplored my inability to get along
without them. In this matter I reached my present modus vivendi in
1992 [Presumably the revised edition of Pursuit of Truth]. ... Scientific
language thus inclusively conceived tolerates these predicates, albeit as
epistemological danglers that neurology and physics can do without.
Paul Churchland dreams of reducing them to neurology, and I hardly need
say that I should be more than pleased. (Quine 1995a, 34, emphasis added)

His reference to Churchland underscores Quine’s reluctance regarding
mental predicates: Quine held Churchland in high regard, and so
presumably here indicated that if anyone could reduce the predicates
it would be Churchland.? Quine also maintains that “The mentalistic

2] am grateful to Sander Verhaegh for pointing out that Quine nominated Churchland
for the Rolf Schock Prize and called his 1989 book the best recent philosophy book.
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thing is superfluous so far as the theory of the world is concerned” (182,
emphasis added). We may ask: As Quine sees it, which are the objectives
or aims of Wissenschaft that render mentalistic predicates superfluous?
The objective of the theory does not seem to be explanation, because he
recognizes that by including the mental predicates the scientific theory
of the world becomes more comprehensive. Anomalous monism allows
more explanations and predictions concerning patterns of behavior in
terms of reasons and propositional attitudes. Yet Quine still appears
to argue aguinst this more comprehensive Wissenschaft—why? One
argument is this:

At the same time there is good reason not to try to weave it into our
scientific theory of the world to make a more comprehensive system.
Without it science can enjoy crystalline purity of extensionality: that is,
the substitutivity of identity and more generally the interchangeability
of all coextensive terms and clauses, salva veritate. The transparency and
efficiency of classical predicate logic continue unimpaired . .. Formula-
bility within the framework of the predicate calculus is not a sufficient
condition of full intelligibility, but to me it is pretty nearly a necessary
one. (Quine 1990a, 71-72).

What reasons does Quine have for this insistence to not have a more
comprehensive system but instead save the “purity” of extensionality?
After all, he grants that, “extensionality is no part of my conception
of science as such. There is scope for science on the intensional side
too, insofar as there are observational checkpoints however tentative”
(Quine 1990a, 72).

Whence Quine’s commitment to extensionality? One explanation
may be that he seeks one Wissenschaft that can explain and even predict
all events. Physics aspires to be complete in this sense, while history
or other social sciences or humanities at most claim to explain but not
even predict only some events. But the patterns and explanations they
offer by dint of including intensional notions cannot be included in the
purely extensional parts of Wissenschaft. But why this aim that rules
out some forms of explanations and generalizations?

One explanation may be that he grants primacy to the epistemic
virtue of simplicity—or tidiness—over generality. He suggests that
economy of objects prevents an expansive metaphysics. He appears
to hold that once we allow several empirically equivalent theories that

Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy vol. 16 no. 2



Andreas Follesdal 436

posit different objects the door is opened for nonsense. Either natural
science or mentalistic theory suffice as an empirical theory, therefore:

[e]ither of these lobes is a dangler in Feigl’s sense [presumably Feigl
1958 (1967), 61] in that you could lop it off and still have an empirically
equivalent theory. The part is empirically equivalent to the extended
whole. Itisn’t fallacious to have a dangler, but it’s bad science because
of the ideal always of economy and elegance. And in fact if you allow
for danglers of this sort, you could allow for all sorts of irresponsible
metaphysics that bring in words like “nirvana”, “grace”, “essence”,
“possible worlds”, so that the spirit of empiricism would be violated
completely and you would have all this nonsense. (68)

This seems an odd and strikingly weak argument: Quine appears to hold
that it is only the virtue of economy that prevents such “nonsense”. But
surely a major further difference is that mentalistic terms help provide
explanations—unlike “nirvana” or “grace”—as Quine also notes much
later in the Conversation:

is it going to be possible to draw a distinction between the uneconomical
and therefore in a way vicious dangler “nirvana”, for instance, and on
the one hand this useful kind of thing that we have in mentalism, or
another case of what I was entertaining earlier, the case of two equivalent
theories each of which gives a useful different perspective on the world.
(182)

Why isn't such “usefulness” sufficient to include any necessary objects?
Davidson has further objections to this argument, challenging even
the relevance of simplicity:

Da: 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.

Q: Well I think the economy about it is clear enough. There’s still the
question how desirable it is, but the economy is that you slice away
something and you've still got all the observable consequences, all the
observation categoricals as consequences that you had before. I did have
the thing down more narrowly than that, namely that if there was no
increase in vocabulary in making the tandem then it’s fine because this
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is just all the more truths about things that we'd like to have all the truth about
we can get.

But if the annex has an irreducible word, that’s what puts it in the same
category as these irresponsible, parascientific things. (320)

So here Quine appears to not only be concerned about ontology but

also the completeness of the theory in the sense of securing all truths

about things we’d want to have all truths about. But by excluding

mental predicates we would presumably not get some of the truths

about patterns and explanations of human action that we might want.
Davidson adds:

Da: I don’t myself see the gain, not just admitting it’s true and maybe
saying it’s useless so let it go, or that it isn’'t doing any harm. Abstract
objects and so forth don't use up any space. It’s not as though the world
was getting crowded because we’ve got so many abstract objects, as long
as we understand them. (327)

Quine later appears to come round to share this view:

I'had been worried previously about all this unnecessary proliferation but
now, looking at things this way, we are reserving those considerations of
economy to respective systems. And then if you take all these alternative
systems collectively, well sure, there’s just a horrendous redundancy of
ontology, but we don't care because where we're going to care is within

a system. (341—42)

So Quine appears to adjusts his understanding of simplicity: He con-
cludes that there may have to be multiple “Wissenschaften”:

The strategy of adhering to the extensional is a strategy rather of dividing
and conquering. We can aspire to a global theory of the world in these
terms, on the one hand, accounting for all events, but we still need,
separately alongside it, our alternative coverage of some of those same
events in an intensional way. Both count as science—good, bad, or
indifferent—in my present broad sense of the term. We must be prepared
in any event to settle multiple scientific theories, jointly true. (Quine

1990a, 72-73)

One reason for Quine’s continued hesitation concerning anomalous
monism in the Conversation may be that he is faced with a choice
of which parts of his web of belief to adjust—including the aim of
Wissenschaft and the related roles of epistemic virtues. We return to
this below.
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3. Empathy, the Priority of “Tangible Nominalism”
and Acceptance of the Normative

One of the important consequences of accepting anomalous monism is
that Quine can include the intentional notion of empathy, the “perception
of another’s unspoken thought” (Quine 1995a, 89).
He recognizes the need to ascribe to language learners the ability to
understand—perceptually and epistemically—what others perceive.
Quine’s acceptance of empathy is not new in the Conversation—it
arguably dates back to 1953, albeit not by that name:

But, as the sentences undergoing translation get further and further
from mere reports of common observations, the clarity of any possible
conflict decreases; the lexicographer comes to depend increasingly on a
projection of himself, with his Indo-European Weltanschauung, into the
sandals of his Kalaba informant. He comes also to turn increasingly to
that last refuge of all scientists, the appeal to internal simplicity of his
growing system (Quine 1953, 63; from Baghramian 2016, 31)

In Word and Object he discusses what he later labelled “empathy”:

... the procedures that it denotes in Pursuit of Truth (p. 42) are just the
observations of behavior that I had ascribed to the field linguist in Word
and Object (pp. 29-30) ... Empathy, as it figures thus anonymously in
Word and Object and by name in Pursuit of Truth ... (Quine 1995a, 33)

In his discussion in Word and Object Quine clearly excludes what he
later calls empathy from Wissenschaft, apparently because it requires
dramatic projection:

[T]he underlying methodology of the idioms of propositional attitude
contrasts strikingly with the spirit of objective science at its most repre-
sentative .. we project ourselves into what, from his remarks and other
indications, we imagine the speaker’s state of mind to have been, . .. we
find ourselves attributing beliefs, wishes, and strivings even to creatures
lacking the power of speech ... In the strictest scientific spirit ... we
may go on to speculate as we please upon the causes and effects of this
behavior; but . . . propositional attitudes will find no place. (Quine 1960,
217-18, new edition 200-01)

In contrast, in a follow-up to the Conversation, Quine underscores the
importance of empathy: “empathy is the sovereign solvent, the life blood
of language” (Quine 1986a).
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He discusses empathy in more detail in the 1990s (Quine 1992,
1995a). Empathy is part and parcel of language acquisition by shared
observations from the very start, so this mental predicate and the
ascription of some “wishes and strivings” to others are integral to the
epistemic project of language learning and of science:

... the handing down of language is thus implemented by a continuing

“u_

command, tacit at least, of the idiom “x perceives that p” where “p
stands for an observation sentence. Command of this mentalistic notion
would seem therefore to be about as old as language. (Quine 1990a, 62;
repeated in Quine 1995b, 33)

Appreciation of one another’s perceptions is fundamental ... to the
handing down of language. (Quine 1990a, 72)

Several have argued that his acceptance of empathy, even in some non-
normative sense, signals a departure from naturalism (Ebbs 1994; George
2000; Picardi 2000, 132; see Baghramian 2016). However, Quine rejects
this move, in part counseled by Dreben (see Pearson 2022):

Ebbs sees the transition from Word and Object (1960) to Pursuit of Truth
(1990, 1992) as adulterating my naturalism with mentalism. He infers
this from my abandonment of the intersubjective matching of stimulus
meanings and my resort to empathy.

‘Empathy’ has a mentalistic ring, but . . . is mentalistic only in the negative
sense of being manifested in behavior rather than defined physiologically.
Appeal to it is no breach of naturalism or physicalism, by my lights.

(Quine 1995b, 33)

Quine seems to offer the main reason in defense of the naturalist
incorporation of empathy in the same response to Ebbs, where Quine
insists that even individuals’ standards of perceptual similarity that
empathetic translators rely on are in principle testable (Quine 1995a,
34; noted by Pearson 2022). Empathy is thus part of the web of beliefs
tested, and hence in accordance with his naturalism.

Quine’s acceptance of empathy seems to lead him to make broader
adjustments about his preference for nominalism and for concrete
physical objects over abstract terms (see Marschall 2026a in this issue).
Recall why Quine prefers nominalism and concrete objects in the first
place. He holds that

It would be satisfying to contrive a systematic account of the world
while staying strictly within an ontology of physical objects, and indeed
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physical objects big enough to be perceived. ... We have to conclude that
multiplication of entities can make a substantive contribution to theory.
... Pad the universe with classes or other supplements if that will get
you a simpler, smoother overall theory. Otherwise, don’t. Simplicity is
the thing, and ontological economy is one aspect of it, to be averaged in
with the others. (Quine 1966, 259, emphasis added)

And when commenting on his 1947 paper with Goodman Quine notes
that

Yes, well that was a nominalistic paper, one of two also quite partial
to Goodman. Ithought it was trying to get a nominalistic basis. I still
would say it'd be great to get it. (25, emphasis added)

Why would Quine find this more “satisfying”? He appears to prefer
terms for objects that occur temporally or conceptually earlier, at a more
basic stage of language acquisition, and clearer in the sense of observable:

... terms for physical objects belong to a more basic stage in our acqui-
sition of language than abstract terms do. Concrete reference is felt as
more secure than abstract reference because it is more deeply rooted in
our formative past. (Quine 1960, 233-34, emphasis added; see Smith 2020;
and Marschall 2026a)

And:

Common-sense bodies, finally, are conceptually fundamental: it is by
reference to them that the very notions of reality and evidence are
acquired, and that the concepts which have to do with physical particles
or even with sense data tend to be framed and phrased. (Quine 1955,
252; see Ebbs 2019; Smith 2020; and Marschall 2026a)

This priority for earlier or more conceptually basic terms may be why
Quine has a general preference for a theory with only observables.
However, note that empathy also satisfies these criteria of temporal
priority and conceptual foundation. The language learner ascribes some
such propositional attitudes at the earliest stage of language acquisition:
recall that “Command of this mentalistic notion would seem therefore to
be about as old as language” (Quine 1990a, 62). Empathy is also part of
the folk theory of the world we start with and that we try to improve on
from within (Verhaegh 2018, ch. 4). And these propositional attitudes
are integral to acquire notions of reality and to frame concepts about
common-sense bodies.
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One upshot is that once Quine accepts the propositional attitudes
of empathy, he must reconsider his preference for physical objects and
“tangible nominalism” (Smith 2020). This realization may help explain
his hesitation and reluctance in the Conversation.

Quine’s inclusion of empathy also appears to commit him to various
normative claims. He often insisted that he did not aspire to dismiss
normative elements. Some statements understandably misled some
interpreters: “Scientific theory stands proudly and notoriously aloof
from value judgements” (Quine 1974, 49).

Quine explicitly includes epistemic norms that include simplicity,
modesty, generality, refutability and conservatism (Quine and Ullian
1978, ch. 6; Quine 1955; 1990a, 20; see Carnap 1950, 31; referred to in
Quine 1951).

Regarding the epistemic virtues he writes:

A normative domain within epistemology survives the conversion to
naturalism, contrary to widespread belief, and it is concerned with the
art of guessing, or framing hypotheses ... Normative epistemology is
the art or technology not only of science, in the austere sense of the word,
but of rational belief generally (Quine 1995a, 49-50).

The inclusion of epistemic norms is certainly not new in the Conversation.
To the contrary Quine claimed that he never saw a tension between his
naturalistic physicalism and normative elements:

Naturalization of epistemology does not jettison the normative and
settle for the indiscriminate description of ongoing procedures. For me
normative epistemology is a branch of engineering. Itis the technology of
truth-seeking, or, in a more cautiously epistemological term, prediction.
Like any technology, it makes free use of whatever scientific findings may
suit its purpose. (Quine 1986b, 664-65; see Haack 1993, 346; Putnam
1982, 19).

Quine’s notion of empathy relates to the Principle of Charity, but it
arguably also includes normative commitment to non-epistemic norms
or values. Quine describes the language learner thus:

The linguist will rely also on observation of the local folkways ... he
will try as an amateur psychologist to fit his interpretations of the
native’s sentences to the native’s likely beliefs rather than to the facts
of circumambient nature. Usually the outcome will be the same, since
people are so much alike; but his observation of the folkways is his
faltering guide to the divergences.
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Translation is not the field linguist’s goal. His goal is to command the
native language and perhaps to teach it ... His undertaking, broader
than translation, is interpretation. (Quine 1995a, 80)

These attempts at secure fit of interpretation rely on the Principle of
Charity. Quine appears to borrow the term from Wilson (1959), and
describe it thus:

The maxim of translation underlying all this is that assertions startlingly
false on the face of them are likely to turn on hidden differences of
language. This maxim is strong enough in all of us to swerve us even from
the homophonic method that is so fundamental to the very acquisition
and use of one’s mother tongue. The common sense behind the maxim
is that one’s interlocutor’s silliness, beyond a certain point, is less likely
than bad translation—or, in the domestic case, linguistic divergence
(Quine 2013, 59)

To make sense of the process of empathy, Quine apparently must
also accept the linguist’s first person’s normative claims as part of
Wissenschaft. Empathy occurs when the linguist chooses among her
alternative hypotheses about the native’s propositional attitudes, also
about values or norms—including which “folkways” that should be
complied with. Note that the linguist must compare and assess the
plausibility of the “native’s” beliefs with what she takes to be her own values
and norms. For this comparison she presumably uses a first person or
“internal” perspective, not a comparison with what she takes to be her
own propositional attitudes about them.

One upshot is that for Quine, norms do not in principle challenge the
sort of objectivity or rationality required for Wissenschaft. He notes that
these epistemic norms play an instrumental rather than a foundational
or constitutive role (Quine 1986b, 664-65). That is: they are only valued
as the most effective tools to secure the desired purposes or objectives
of Wissenschaft. So once the objectives of Wissenschaft are given, the
epistemic values are only descriptive and instrumentally valid. This
would appear quite similar to what he accepts regarding moral values:

Ethical axioms can be minimized by reducing some values causally to
others; that is, by showing that some of the valued acts would already
count as valuable anyway as means to ulterior ends. (Quine 1979, 478)

And if we change the objectives of Wissenschaft, we may also have to
reconsider these values and their relative weight. Indeed, Quine seems
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to change his mind about the aims of Wissenschaft, together with shifts
in which epistemic virtues to give priority.

4. The Shifting Aims of Wissenschaft

Quine’s hesitancy concerning anomalous monism and propositional
attitudes may be due to their broad implications for Quine’s whole web
of belief. Not only must he reconsider the preference for physical objects:
the aims of science as Wissenschaft are also at stake.

Quine’s understanding of the objectives of Wissenschaft seems to
have changed over time, for reasons and in ways that may help us
understand both his unease in the Conversation about anomalous
monism, and for the role of normativity within his approach.

Such changes of the aims of Wissenschaft might not surprise, since
that should also in principle be subject to revision (Alcazar 1993). But the
shifts may have wide ranging implications, especially because of Quine’s
pragmatic view with regard to the role of concepts, ontology, induction,
classes, predicates—and the salience of the various epistemic virtues.
The pragmatic approach means that these are to be specified in ways that
make them most useful or conducive to the aim of Wissenschaft. What
is this aim, and what happens when Quine revises that aim—as part
of doing Wissenschaft? Consider briefly some alternative aims which
Quine seems to shift between—driven in part by intrinsic tensions: to
uncover what there is; prediction; truth; understanding; and satisfaction
of intellectual curiosity.

Early on Quine seemed to hold that the aim of Wissenschaft is to
uncover what there is—hence his concern about ontology, and of the
epistemic virtue of simplicity.

The general task which science sets itself is that of specifying how reality
“really” is: the task of delineating the nature of reality . .. (Quine 1957, 5)

If we are limning the true and ultimate structure of reality, the canoni-
cal 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. (Quine 1960, 221, emphasis
added)
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Quine seems to still be attached to this aim in the Conversation. He
regards physics as the (only) part of Wissenschaft that aspires to be
comprehensive or closed in a particular sense:

it’s a uniform vocabulary for describing everything that happens. And
it’s such that you can construct laws that will describe everything else
that happens in that vocabulary. It’s a closed system in that sense. (334,
emphasis added)

Why might this particular ideal of physics matter for Quine? It accords
with the epistemic virtue of generality. But for what is comprehensive-
ness instrumentally valuable? One explanation is that the objective of
Wissenschaft—or at least of that part of Wissenschaft—is to describe
the comprehensive set of all events that happen—"What reality is like”
(Quine 1960, 22).

If the task of Wissenschaft is to provide the complete inventory of
what there is, and not add anything extraneous to that, we should not
add propositional attitudes as extra objects in addition to neurophysio-
logical events since they are not needed to expand the ontology. So this
reluctance is understandable if the only objective of our theory of the
world is to determine what really exists, strongly guided by the virtue
of simplicity.

But Quine’s search for a sparse ontology as the aim of Wissenschaft
seems to wane, replaced by an instrumental role for ontology:

In later years I have felt easier with [classes] than I once did, through
coming to appreciate how purely structural the contribution of any
ontology is to scientific theory. (Quine 1994b, 500)

. my increasing sense of the indeterminacy of reference and the
instrumental character of all ontology has dimmed the glitter of the
nominalist goal (Quine 1994a; in Marschall 2026a)

In my youth I thought of the question of existence, or what there is,
as perhaps the most basic question of philosophy and science. In the
fullness of time the scales fell from my eyes. (Quine 1997, 189, thanks to
Marschall for this reference; see Kemp and Lugg 2020)

If ontology shifts from being the aim of Wissenschaft to being at most
an instrument for it, what is then the aim of Wissenschaft?

And what are we to make of Quine’s continued preference for a
sparse ontology? He explains this by “the general interest in getting
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a more economical[,] more elegant formulation of a theory” (Quine
and Dreben 1994; in Marschall 2026a, 28). What was his justification
for this—beyond his preference for giving priority to the epistemic
virtue of simplicity? Is this priority appropriate also for other aims of
Wissenschaft? Or is this only a psychological legacy of this assumption
about the aim of Wissenschaft uncovering the ontology of the world?

In early writings Quine appears to hold that the aim of Wissenschaft
is prediction:

As an empiricist I continue to think of the conceptual scheme of science

as a tool, ultimately, for predicting future experience in the light of past
experience. (Quine 1951, 41)

For me normative epistemology is a branch of engineering. It is the
technology of truth-seeking, or, in a more cautiously epistemological
term, prediction ... There is no question here of ultimate value, as in
morals; it is a matter of efficacy for an ulterior end, truth or prediction”
(Quine 1986b, 664-65, emphasis added; see Verhaegh 2017).

This aim may explain why Quine admits that the mental is needed for
Wissenschaft:

All the observation categoricals that are covered by this combination of
mentalistic theory and natural science are covered by natural science
alone ... we do keep the two of them of course, and we couldn’t very
well get along day to day without the both of them” (182).

Several scholars have interpreted him thus—e.g.,

It seems likely that Quine’s talk of pragmatism in “Two Dogmas” involves
... an explicit treatment of science as a “tool” for predicting experience,
and emphasis on a rational agent’s flexible and opportunistic handling
of the trade-offs between accommodating the data, conservativism, and
simplicity. (Godfrey-Smith 2014, 57-58, emphasis added)

Quine later adjusts or corrects this account. In 1990 he seems to say
that prediction is sometimes the purpose of Wissenschaft: “A sentence’s
claim to scientific status rests on what it contributes to a theory whose
checkpoints are in prediction” (Quine 1990a, 2020).

However, he later underscores that predictions are not the point
of Wissenschaft, but rather how we test our purported Wissenschaft.

3Christian Beyer notes that there may be a tension between this view and Dennett’s
approach in Dennett (1987).
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And such predictions are presumably instrumental to one further aim
of Wissenschaft that he does explicitly state: to control the environment
(Quine 1990a, 2). Writing to Hookway, he notes that,

a misconception of my attitude toward prediction seems to emerge. I
have never viewed prediction as the main purpose of science, although
it was probably the survival value of the primitive precursor of science
in prehistoric times. The main purposes of science are understanding
(of past as well as future), technology, and control of the environment.
So I have written, in one place or another ... My point about prediction
is that it is the checkpoint. (Quine 1988)

At times Quine seems to hold that the aim of Wissenschaft is not to
discover what there is, but instead to encompass all true statements, at
least all that have intrinsic interest or are useful for us:

Logic, like any science, has as its business the pursuit of truth. What are
true are certain statements; and the pursuit of truth is the endeavor to
sort out the true statements from the others, which are false.

Truths are as plentiful as falsehoods, since each falsehood admits of a
negation which is true. But scientific activity is not the indiscriminate
amassing of truths; science is selective and seeks the truths that count for
most, either in point > of intrinsic interest or as instruments for coping
with the world. (Quine 1950, xi)

... the totality of our so-called knowledge or beliefs, from the most casual
matters of geography and history to the profoundest laws of atomic
physics or even of pure mathematics and logic. (Quine 1951, 42)

If the objective of Wissenschaft is to provide the comprehensive set of all
helpful and true statements about all that happens it must clearly include
the statements that describe events using mental predicates.

Davidson appears to push Quine to be more clear concerning this
aim of Wissenschaft:

Da: 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. That’s
all. You can say that if you want about mental events. They're really
there. They're useful. It’s interesting. We need it for some purposes.
Our unified theory of the world isn’t going to include that stuff . ..

If by complete you mean explain everything you want to explain, then
we may need all kinds of predicates that don't fit into very good science.

(333)
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Quine still seems to acknowledge this aim of Wissenschaft in the 1990s:

I acquiesce in what Davidson calls anomalous monism, also known as
token physicalism: there is no mental substance, but there are irreducibly
mental ways of grouping physical states and events.

... there is no dismissing it. It implements vital communication and
harbors indispensable lore about human activity and motivation, past
and expected. Its irreducibility is all the more reason for treasuring it:
we have no substitute. (Quine 1990a, 72)

On this understanding of the aim of Wissenschaft mental predicates
must be included because they are irreplaceable parts of true statements
about our world.

What then about the epistemic virtue of simplicity? There is still
reason to value simplicity, but mainly in order to present this total
knowledge in a helpful way.

At least at one place where Quine observes that prediction is not
the aim of Wissenschaft he instead notes that the aim is to control the
environment, and understanding (Quine 1990a, 2). Note that for the latter
of these two aim it is unclear why Quine continues to lament the decision
to include mental predicates.

In 1989—if not before—Quine adds a further aim of Wissenschaft,
perhaps the most important aim:

This is not to say that prediction is the purpose of science ... an over-
whelming [purpose] is satisfaction of pure intellectual curiosity (Quine
1989, 163; and see Quine 1990a, 2)

This aim appears to require that we include intentional discourse:

... there is no dismissing it. It implements vital communication and
harbors indispensable lore about human activity and motivation, past
and expected. Its irreducibility is all the more reason for treasuring it:
we have no substitute. (Quine 1990a, 72)

Also for this aim of Wissenschaft, Quine’s continued reluctance to
include mental predicates, and insistence on simplicity as among the
most important epistemic virtues are not easy to comprehend—unless
his curiosity simply does not reach such topics, which seems incorrect
(for other implications of this aim, see Godfrey-Smith 2014, 63).
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5. Conclusion: The Hypothetico-deductive Method in
Mediis Rebus

The sketches above may help explain Quine’s reluctance and laments in
the Transcript and elsewhere about accepting the mental. He may be
torn between simplicity and conservation as he continued to improve
on his web of belief.

Once Quine accepted mental predicates—and empathy in particu-
lar—he would have to revise several core aspects of his web of beliefs.
To illustrate, consider how the hypothetico-deductive method allows for
and indeed requires large shifts. In 1992 he offers three reasons why we
must include mental predicates. They are necessary for

age-old strategies for predicting and explaining human action. They
complement natural science in their incommensurate way, and are
indispensable both to the social sciences and to our everyday dealings.
(Quine 1992, 72-73, emphasis added)

The first two are reminiscent of Dennett’s intentional stance. So in 1992
Quine’s acceptance of social science as part of Wissenschaft serves as a
reason for him to favour including mental predicates in our theory of
the world. This may be an example of what De Benedetto and Luchetti
discuss as a “feedback loop” between theories and epistemic values (De
Benedetto and Luchetti 2023). Note the complete reversal from Word and
Object where Quine regarded the need to include mental predicates as
a reason to exclude such fields from Wissenschaft. There he concluded
that “In the strictest scientific spirit .. . propositional attitudes will find
no place” (Quine 1960, 217-18).

Quine’s acceptance of anomalous monism and propositional attitudes
had other broad effects. They challenged his preference for concrete
objects over abstract terms since the same reasons also give primacy to
empathy. They appeared to further fuel changes in what he took to be
aims of Wissenschaft. This in turn modified his reasons to value certain
epistemic values, especially simplicity.

The aims of truth, understanding and curiosity also reduce the
importance of prediction as the test of Wissenschaft. Mental predicates
allow for some generalizations beyond those provided by purely physical
predicates. But these are not “full” predictions, insists Davidson (382).
So we may have to also test our theories by generalizations. This also
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fits better with the broader Wissenschaft where many social sciences
and humanities do not even aim to provide predictions. Their aims are
instead to explain, understand or interpret. Thus Jon Elster maintains
that the aim is Explaining social behaviour: to “interpret is to explain.
Interpretation is nothing but a special case of the hypothetico-deductive
method” (Elster 2015, 40).

These broad changes to Quine’s understanding of the aims of Wis-
senschaft and its virtues clearly challenge the epistemic value of con-
servatism. He appears to have continued to value simplicity highly,
perhaps as a hold-over from the early aim of identifying all that exists,
rather than only as an instrumental value competing with the other
virtues for a Wissenschaft seeking “the whole truth” or to understand
each other better.

Quine’s pragmatism and commitment to the hypothetico-deductive
method required him to adjust his existing web of belief in light of new
findings and systematic thinking. The Conversation records his unease
and hesitations in discovering the implications of accepting anomalous
monism, and about which prior commitments to conserve.

Quine sometimes separated “those who are primarily concerned to
have been right from those who are primarily concerned to be right”
(Quine 1985b, 478). He liked to think that the latter would inherit the
world. But he never claimed that the process would be comfortable.
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