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1. Historical Context

Philosophy has traditionally been a dialogical discipline, but most
philosophical dialogues are fleeting. One needs to have been in the
room to be a part of it. And prominent philosophers understandably
focus more on developing and defending their own positions rather
than in-depth discussions of and with others. The present special issue
addresses an exception.

In February 1986 Dagfinn Fellesdal wrote a letter to W. V. Quine
suggesting a meeting at which a “very small group of people, three or
four, who know your philosophy very well get together to discuss your
philosophy with you”. Fellesdal had received financial support for such
an event from the Center for the Study of Language and Information
at Stanford, whose director at that time was John Perry. The idea was
to bring together West Coast philosophers such as Donald Davidson
with the East Coasters Quine himself and Burton Dreben to discuss
such issues as “the problem of empirically equivalent theories and its
relation to problems of indeterminacy of translation and inscrutability
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of reference” (Fellesdal, Letter to Quine from 18 February 1986, WVQP
Item 363)."

Quine thought the idea of such a “Summit Meeting” an excellent one
and looked forward to it with “pleasure and curiosity” (Quine, Letter
to Follesdal from 28 June 1986, WVQP Item 363). They scheduled four
days—Tuesday July 15 to Friday July 18—with discussions taking place
both before and after a communal lunch on the first three days. On
the last day only a morning session was scheduled. Perry could not
attend since he was in England at the time, and ideas to also invite David
Kaplan or to open up one of the sessions to a larger audience did not
materialise. Thus ensued an intense three and a half day conversation
between Quine, Davidson, Dreben, and Fellesdal.

The discussion was taped and, after the event, transcribed by Shaun
Nichols, who had just received a BA in philosophy from Stanford. The
transcription was done in two batches, with a first part consisting of 64
and a second one of 291 typewritten pages. Follesdal sent copies of the
transcripts to the other participants, noting that, some obvious mistakes
and gaps aside due to the tape being inaudible, the transcription is “a
remarkably fine job” (Fellesdal, Letter to Quine from 22 September 1986,
WVQP Item 363). Follesdal also mentions a plan to “extract those parts
that are of general interest and edit them”, presumably with a view to
publishing them later. That project, however, never came to fruition.
Until now, nearly forty years later.

2. Aims of the Special Issue

The aim of our special issue is to show some of the insights and changes
that occurred during the sessions, at the first time the full transcript
becomes publicly available. Our bases are the copies preserved in the
Quine Archive at Harvard’s Houghton Library. Scholars of Quine have
made use of the second, longer batch in the past already (see Smith 2022;
Pearson 2022). Benjamin Marschall, one of the two editors, recently
located the first, shorter part. It is thus a good time to complete the
project Follesdal had envisaged, though in a slightly different format.
We have corrected obvious typos and other minor mistakes, partly

"WVQP refers to W. V. Quine Papers. MS Am 2587. Houghton Library, Harvard
University.
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based on Quine’s marginalia on his copy. We have also added many
explanatory footnotes, especially to make references to publications
explicit. Apart from these small changes the published version matches
the original transcription very closely. The document is thus certainly
less polished than typical philosophical writing. In conversation people
don’t always complete their sentences. Even when they do, they are not
always quite grammatical. In the heat of the moment people might talk
over each other. And so on. Attempts by editors to “fill the gaps” in
reasoning and expand elliptical clauses may often make such texts more
comprehensible—but at the obvious risk of embedding the editors” own
interpretative choices.

The rawness of the material makes the transcript a unique and—so
we think—a particularly interesting document. The transcript of the
Stanford conversation offers a rare opportunity to observe philosophers
at the height of their powers in the process of actually doing philosophy
together in conversation. We are not quite in the room, and unfortunately
the tapes that would bring us even closer to it seem to have been lost.
But we are peeking through the blinds, which is more than can be hoped
for in the usual course of things.

No doubt the rawness of the transcript also has its drawbacks. Itis
very much an insider’s discussions, and those who are not committed
Quineans can easily get lost. In order to alleviate this, the editors decided
to supplement the transcript by commissioning 10 articles on various
themes raised in the Stanford discussion.

3. Synopsis of the Conversation

What about the content of the transcript? We obviously think it of great
philosophical interest, but why?
In one of his letters to Fellesdal before the meeting, Quine writes:

I find it hard to picture us raising, discussing, and settling one problem
after another for four days. It would be a historic occasion if it would
turn out that way. (Quine, Letter to Follesdal of 28 June 1986, WVQP
Item 363)

We do indeed think the meeting was “historic”. Yet Quine’s hunch
was right: Problems were not discussed or even solved in a particularly
orderly way. Yet progress was undoubtedly made, on a variety of often
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interlocking themes. Due to the freely structured and dialogical nature
of the discussion, it is hard to give a comprehensive summary. We still
highlight some key themes on a day-by-day basis.

The first day starts with a look back at Quine’s “Two Dogmas” and
his views on analyticity and meaning. This leads to something not
found anywhere in Quine’s publications, namely a brief discussion of
the “modal revolution” of the 1970s associated with Saul Kripke and
the rise of possible worlds semantics. (Later on, Putnam’s Twin Earth
also makes an appearance). Dreben remarks that, in the new climate
brought about by the rise of modality, to emphasize Quine’s rejection of
analyticity might be counterproductive, because “if you have to give up
analytic in the sense of Carnap. . . everyone will agree and then do much
worse than even Carnap ever dreamt of doing”. He thus describes the
lasting influence of “Two Dogmas” as a “tremendous Pyrrhic victory”.

In the latter half of the first day, the discussion moves on to the
question of whether there is a deep difference between Quine’s radical
translation and Davidson’s radical interpretation. The participants tackle
the issue from several angles, for instance by asking in what sense the
notion of truth is “immanent” and only makes sense from “within” a
theory. One especially contentious point is whether ontological relativity
also applies to one’s own language. Davidson denies that this makes
sense, whereas Dreben emphasises that “indeterminacy of translation is
really only interesting applied to yourself”. This leads to an exchange
about who is more radical: Quine or Davidson.

Quine’s attitude towards empirically equivalent theories receives
some attention as well, a topic which comes to dominate the third day.
Quine had considered two different options. The first is an ecumenical
stance, according to which, if faced with two empirically equivalent
systems of the world, one can call both of them true. After criticism he
then changed his mind to endorse a second, sectarian stance, according
to which we should consider the competing theory which is not our own
false. One of Quine reasons for preferring the latter option seems to be
the desire to reject “danglers”, i.e., purported theoretical terms that play
no useful role in science. “Nirvana” is an example he frequently brings
up.

The second day starts with more on truth, which soon leads to an
interesting discussion of whether one can make sense of the notion
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of assent without presupposing the notion of truth. Quine insists that
his own notion of assent—elsewhere called “surface assent”—can be
understood in a purely behavioural way. This gives rise to an exploration
of Quine’s attitude towards mentalistic and intentional notions more
generally, and the extent to which he strives to dispense with them.
Here and elsewhere Quine stresses that he does not aim to translate
all mentalistic vocabulary into a physical language. He nevertheless
seems less content with making uncritical use of such vocabulary than
Davidson is.

Davidson brings up an article that will shape the subsequent discus-
sion: Barry Stroud’s “The Significance of Naturalised Epistemology”.
One key question Stroud asks is whether all our sensory stimulations
could be as they actually are, while the underlying reality is radically
different from what we think it is. This is the structure of sceptical
scenarios, and of course many consider scepticism a deep philosophical
challenge. So what should Quine say about scepticism? And does his
answer differ from Davidson’s?

Once this issue has been brought up, the interlocutors spend much
time and energy to formulate Stroud’s question about scepticism in a
precise way. The salience of sensory stimulations leads Davidson to
raise another point that dominates the rest of the meetings. He has
misgivings about Quine’s notion of an observation sentence. According
to Word and Object, an observation sentence has a so-called “stimulus
meaning” defined in terms of the activation of sense receptors in a
subject, in response to stimulation. Putting it briefly, Davidson’s worry
is this: What role could such patterns of nerve stimulations possibly play
in a theory of language and communication? After all, we know nothing
about the sense receptors of other people—which might, coincidentally,
be quite different from ours. And even if we did, they do not seem
relevant to communication in the first place, which typically deals with
external objects and events. Davidson’s own proposal is thus to focus
on the latter, rather than on what happens to people’s nerve endings
when stimulated by such objects and events.

This thorny issue ends up unresolved. In one sense Quine agrees
with Davidson: If two people both look at a red cube, then what matters
is that both are disposed to assent “this is red”, and this could happen
even if their internal wirings were quite different so that different
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sense receptors are involved. Nevertheless, Quine still sees a need to
characterize observation sentences in terms of physical features of the
observing subject, even though he has come to reject some of the details
of his account in Word and Object. But why does he think so, given
that we primarily seem to care about the observed external objects?
The discussants try to get clearer on this point, which brings them to
a methodological discussion of, among other things, the distinction
between giving an explicit definition and the criteria for thinking such a
definition correct. Dreben also stresses a distinction he repeatedly draws
attention to, namely that between “doing the ontology and doing the
epistemology”. Once again there is a divide between him and Davidson,
who responds by saying that he is “not sure what the distinction is
supposed to be”.

The third day starts with Dreben’s very helpful attempt to summarise
the state of the discussion. He credits Davidson with having identified
an important feature of Quine’s position, namely that it relies on the
empirical fact that one “can make sense of perceptual similarity in such
a way that he can talk about similarity of stimulus, meaning between
you and me so we can get to observation sentence which has to be
public for you and me”. Dreben hopes that Quine can in fact deliver on
this, but stresses that this is an empirical question not to be resolved
purely from the armchair. He then tries to clarify the relation between
the positions of Quine and Davidson. One suggestion is that they are
largely compatible, though Davidson takes the notion of an observation
sentence that is about an external object as primitive, whereas Quine
wants a further and deeper analysis. If Dreben is correct, Davidson and
Quine should be able to react to Stroud’s question about scepticism in
the same way. However, they seem to say different things. Davidson
has argued that global scepticism is unintelligible, whereas—at least
the ecumenical—Quine seems to say that the description of the world a
sceptic gives is as true as the one given by a non-sceptic.

Much of the third day is spent sorting this out. The issue of empirical
equivalence and the choice between ecumenism and sectarianism from
day one is tackled with renewed vigour, since it is intimately related to
the possibility of sceptical scenarios. One especially illuminating aspect
of the discussion is the sketch of an actual example of two theories that
are empirically equivalent but nevertheless distinct: physics embedded
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in standard Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory (ZF), versus physics embedded
in Quine’s New Foundations (NF). This example gives rise to various
questions about truth and ontology, such as: Should we say that there
are two different kinds of sets, the ZF sets and the NF sets? Or is it
better to maintain that sets of one kind do not exist? Quine tries to make
the case for the latter option by citing considerations of economy, but
Davidson responds that such economy is not worth having because sets
are “not using up any space of mine.”

This exchange draws Quine’s attention to a distinction between
languages and theories. His thinking seems to be that we might well
admit that claims about NF sets are true, but should nevertheless ban
them from our overall theory of the world, which only requires sets of the
ZF kind. Dreben draws an analogy to Nelson Goodman’s worldmaking
(Goodman 1978) and describes the resulting picture as one on which we
somehow “have all these truths, and then we take a cookie cutter and
take a subset” of them. No one seems wholly comfortable with this, but
no clear objections are forthcoming either.

The transcript of the fourth day plunges us right into Davidson talking
about probability. It seems that the tape containing the beginning of the
day has not been transcribed, and so it is hard to discern how this topic
arose. Soon we are back to the question of what to say about Stroud’s
question. Quine is happy with a preliminary conclusion:

The way I see it now schematically, the relationship between Don’s
view about skepticism and the one we are just arriving at is that Don is
saved from the skepticism by appealing first and last to the real world
and the causal situation out there. And I'm being saved from it by not
tangling with that at all but thinking first and last of the experiential or
stimulatory basis of meaning of the language.

This diagnosis of their differences gives rise to some very suggestive
historical allusions. Dreben describes Davidson as a naturalised Frege,
whereas Quine is said to be a naturalised Russell or Carnap. This is not
the only point where intriguing comparisons to other philosophers are
drawn. Dummett’s rejection of bivalence is discussed several times, and
Quine helps himself to the Kantian notions of ratio essendi versus ratio
cognoscendi and Sittengeschichte.

Davidson asks about the relationship between the behaviourisms
of Quine and B.F. Skinner, and the last session ends by considering
intentional states. Davidson argues that “huge” progress has been made
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in our understanding of propositional attitudes. Dreben is happy to say
that there has been “some” progress.

4. Impact

The Stanford discussion did seem to influence the development of
Quine’s late philosophy. In the autumn of 1986 he sent a short piece titled
“Afterthoughts on Evidence” to the other participants (WVQP Box 127).
He comments on two of the central topics: observation sentences and
empirical equivalence. Both themes also reappear in Quine’s important
publications of the 1990s, especially Pursuit of Truth (1990) and “Progress
on Two Fronts” (1996). In his autobiographical remarks for the extended
Schilpp-volume he sums up his assessment of the 1986 colloquium as
follows:

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

Quine was happy with the account of observation sentences he had
settled on in the mid-1990s. He continues to resist Davidson’s proposal
to characterise them in terms of external objects or events, but he thinks
that he can accommodate the intuitive pull of this idea by relying on
empathy: the ability to imagine oneself as being in the situation of another.

The word “empathy” does not appear in the 1986 transcript, but
already in the “Afterthoughts” Quine writes that “empathy is the
sovereign solvent, the life blood of language”. He himself thought
that there is no tension between his naturalistic physicalism and the
reliance on an intentional notion like empathy. But others have been
more suspicious. Since this topic is of central importance for the viability
of Quine’s whole project, it is no surprise that several contributions to
this special issue tackle the topic of observation sentences in some way
or other.

Arguably the 1986 conversation also influenced Quine in other, at
times less obvious, ways. This is reflected in the contributions on the
development of Quine’s position in the late 1980s and early 1990s
which focus on issues such as the indeterminacy of reference, empirical
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equivalence, the status of abstract objects, and the relation of the mental
to the physical. Taken together the 10 papers cover much ground, but we
make no claim that they are comprehensive. Since the transcript is so rich
in content some of its aspects are inevitably remain unexplored by these
contributions—their variety notwithstanding. We are confident that
these gaps will be filled by future scholarship, thus proving the lasting
philosophical and historical value of the 1986 Stanford conversation.

5. Contributions to This Special Issue

Gary Ebbs uses his contribution to revisit an issue he had already raised
in a review of Quine’s Pursuit of Truth in the 1990s: Whether Quine’s
reliance on the notion of empathy in his final characterisation of obser-
vation sentences is in tension with his arguments for the indeterminacy
of translation, which rely on the assumption that propositional attitude
reports are not factual. After reconstructing the genesis of Quine’s con-
ception of observation sentences in the 1986 discussion, Ebbs proposes
a new answer to the dilemma he had raised. According to it, Quine
can regard translations of observation sentences as determinate and
factual because ascriptions based on empathy are more projectable than
ascriptions of other intentional states.

In response to Ebbs’ original misgivings about introducing em-
pathy, Quine had replied that one needs to construe the notion of
science broadly—as Wissenschaft in the comprehensive sense, not as
natural science narrowly construed. Andreas Follesdal takes up this
point in his contribution on Quine’s attitude toward the mental. By
going through the different aims of science Quine acknowledges in his
writings—prediction, truth, understanding, satisfaction of intellectual
curiosity—Follesdal aims to elucidate what drove Quine’s aversion to
counting propositional attitudes as a part of science.

Gary Kemp’s paper tackles the thorny issue of defining observation
sentences from another angle. In the 1986 discussion Dagfinn Fellesdal
had introduced the notion of a photographic plate to capture the sense
in which two beings with different nerve receptors can nevertheless
be exposed to the same sensory input. Independently of this, Kemp
had devised the notion of a stimulus field to give a definition of ob-
servation sentence that doesn’t require the intersubjective homology
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of nerve endings. After describing the advantages of stimulus fields
over photographic plates, Kemp argues in favour of Quine’s approach to
observation sentences over Davidson’s. It is emphasized that the game
being played is naturalized epistemology, not traditional epistemology.

Davidson’s attitude towards Quine’s at times desperate search for a
definition of observation sentence is also the topic of Robert Sinclair’s
contribution. Davidson saw no need for Quine’s attempts to define
observation sentences in terms of physiology and was instead content
with talking about subjects being causally affected by external objects.
After reviewing Davidson’s reliance on triangulation, Sinclair raises a
challenging question: Does Davidson’s dismissal of the philosophical
relevance of our sensory equipment mean that scientific finding are
irrelevant to philosophical inquiry? If so, then Davidson’s claim that his
position is a form of naturalism would seem unwarranted.

Davidsonian triangulation also looms large in James Pearson’s
paper. Taking seriously Davidson’s remark that a brain in a vat might
be in indirect causal contact with the external world, Pearson considers
a variety of brain-in-vat scenarios to assess the value of externalist
responses to skepticism. He specifically focuses on the “solipsistic
anxiety” caused by such scenarios—the fear that we might be all alone.
While Putnam’s famous argument against being an eternally envatted
brain provides no remedy against this kind of worry, Davidsonian
triangulation—so Pearson suggests—might. Thanks to its account of
how each mind depends upon others, it may prove to be a more effective
palliative.

In the mid-1980s Quine’s notorious thesis of the indeterminacy of
translation was the talk of the town, with many papers and even whole
books appearing on the topic. In his letter suggesting the Stanford meet-
ing, Follesdal also explicitly mentions the indeterminacy of translation
as a topic to be discussed, but in the end relatively little time is spent
on it. As Sander Verhaegh’s contribution shows, this was no accident.
Quine had become wary of the intense focus on the indeterminacy
of translation, since it threatened to detract attention from the much
more important positive tenets of naturalised epistemology. Verhaegh
furthermore reconstructs the history of the thesis and explains why
Quine had become dissatisfied with some of his early statements of it.
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Unlike the indeterminacy of translation, the question of what to say
about empirically equivalent theories of the world struck Quine as a
pressing one at the time of the Stanford meeting. He had been vacillating
between a sectarian and an ecumenical stance for a while, and the
vacillation continued during and after the meeting. In his contribution,
James Andrew Smith investigates under which conditions empirically
equivalent theories would pose a genuine deliberative dilemma for
Quine. He shows that Quine would be forced to choose between several
awkward moves in case there are two theories such that the reasons to
accept the one don't suffice to give us reason to reject the other. This
might well be the case for the different versions of set theory discussed
during the Stanford meeting.

Quine’s attitude towards the philosophy of mathematics is the topic
of Benjamin Marschall’s paper. It is well known that Quine regarded
nominalism as desirable but infeasible in practice, and hence grudgingly
accepted the existence of abstract objects. It has often been overlooked,
however, that in his late remarks on the ontology of mathematics from
the 1990s, Quine states that he doesn’t even consider nominalism to
be particularly desirable anymore. Marschall tries to make sense of
Quine’s shift to a more relaxed attitude towards abstract objects, and
conjectures—drawing on the transcript—that Burton Dreben nudged
Quine into this direction.

The role of Burton Dreben is also the focus of Andrew Lugg’s
contribution.? In the popular imagination Dreben is often perceived
as a hater of philosophy—partly because the slogan “philosophy is
nonsense” is frequently attributed to him. As Lugg argues this is far
from the truth. Dreben took philosophy very seriously and, thanks
to his detailed knowledge of the philosophical landscape, was able to
productively engage his interlocutors at the Stanford meeting. Lugg
also sheds light on the significance of Dreben’s view that one can do
philosophy in one of two ways: The therapeutic manner of Wittgenstein
and the naturalistic manner of Quine.

On the first day of the Stanford meeting modality and possible
worlds are briefly discussed, but soon the topic is abandoned. This
is not too surprising: Quine didn’t like modality. What is surprising,

2Andrew Lugg sadly passed away on October 7th, 2025, before this special issue
appeared. In accordance with his explicit request to edit his contribution as necessary, the
editors have only updated the references to the transcript.
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however, is that Follesdal—who had written his PhD on modal logic
under Quine and published extensively on the topic—didn’t intervene
in the discussion more. The paper by Maria de Ponte, Kepa Korta and
John Perry fills the gap left by Fellesdal’s silence. They argue that, with
the help of Foellesdal’s work, one can retain modal logic without having
to deal with the issues Quine always wanted to avoid, such as questions
about trans-world identity.
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