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THE DAVIDSON – QUINE DISPUTE ON MEANING 
AND KNOWLEDGE: A CONCISE GUIDE
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Summary

Th e paper adresses the debate between Donald Davidson and W. 
V. O. Quine on the nature of meanings and knowledge. It is argued 
that Davidson’s misgivings, though interesting, are not devastating 
for Quine’s version of empiricism, which is not easily translateble 
into traditional philosophical categories.
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Can we arrive at a reasonable conception of world-bound thought 
without succumbing to an account of meaning and knowledge which 
starts with a private mental realm, and only then tries to work its way to 
external reality? Such is the question concerning a broadly empiricist phi-
losophy which Donald Davidson has repeatedly invited us to contemplate. 
It is one thing to say that without perception, there would be no knowledge 
of the world and no communication. It is quite another to commit oneself 
to the view according to which our meanings or theories are determined 
or justifi ed by something that literally happens in us. Th e former is, for 
Davidson, a “pallid” construal of empiricism (1990, 68) – indeed, so pallid 
is the construal that Davidson would rather drop the label “empiricism” 
altogether, for the platitude is something that all are expected to endorse; 
it cannot mark a distinctive philosophical position. Th e latter is the hall-
mark of empiricism as traditionally conceived.

Th is view of things permeates the debate Davidson led with Quine. 
Th e debate, spanning in fact a couple of decades, leaves impressions of 
deep mutual misunderstanding – ever more surprising given that both 
protagonists knew the works of each other well. In the following recon-
struction, I will present the debate from what is essentially a Davidsonian 
perspective – it was, aft er all, Davidson who sensed incongruity in Quine’s 
system and was keen on keeping the debate alive. However, I will oft en be 
drawing conclusions which are not Davidsonian in spirit.

In both semantics and epistemology, the debate predominantly re-
volves around the role to be assigned to “stimulations” – surface irrita-
tions, patterns of neuroreceptors triggered. According to Davidson, Quine 
vacillated between two distinct points of view, “proximal” and “distal.” 
Th e former account would have contents of words individuated by some-
thing private to the individual uttering of the words, and similarly for be-
liefs about the world and what grounds them; the latter lets the sentences 
and beliefs be individuated directly in terms of external objects, events 
and situations. Let’s take meanings fi rst.
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1  Meanings
It is utterly natural to think that sentences dealing with concurrent 

circumstances – “observation sentences” – are directly linked to publicly 
observable things, events and situations. Th is direct link, amongst other 
things, enables the Quinean fi eld linguist to translate the sentences of a 
hitherto unknown language – for it is beyond doubt that we should not 
credit him with knowledge of his informant’s patterns of triggered recep-
tors. However, Quine oft en adopts a diff erent point of view, that of a theo-
rist who is equipped with the conceptual apparatus of natural science. It 
is from this perspective exclusively that the notion of stimulation of the 
subject’s surface is applied. And it seems to be operating in proximalist 
fashion: Quine propounds, for example, a notion of “stimulus meaning” 
which is simply the ordered pair of stimulations that prompt an assent to a 
sentence or dissent from it. Now the two perspectives, Davidson submits, 
are ultimately irreconcilable. He therefore recommends an unreserved 
adoption of the distal view which, according to him, is free of the diffi  cul-
ties of the proximal outlook;1 and he reminds us that it was, aft er all, Quine 
himself who introduced the distal perspective into semantics in Word and 
object and later writings where the importance of shared, intersubjectively 
available clues for language acquisition is unequivocally stressed.2

What, then, is the role of stimulations in Quine’s view of meaning? 
Let’s begin with a slightly more tractable query: is the classifi cation of sen-
tences by attendant stimulations semantical in nature? Suppose one puts 
the notion of stimulus meaning to work by saying that sentences are about 
sensory stimulations. Th is, of course, is hopeless, and Quine himself dep-
recates this picture.3 No: the theorist applying the concept is not trying to 

1 I shall get to some of these presently.
2 Davidson was never tired of pointing this out in print; see e.g. his 1990; 2000.
3 Quine, 1981a, p. 25.
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fi gure out what the sentences of the autochthons are about, this being the 
task of the fi eld linguist; rather, he is interested in “why it works.”4 

Th is can be put a little bit more transparently. By talking of stimula-
tions, Quine was trying to contribute to our understanding of the actual 
practice of linguistic intercourse by anchoring it to something intelligible 
within a certain scientifi c discourse. What made stimulations attractive in 
his eyes, I assume, was not only the fact that they enable psychologically 
respectable talk of individual observation sentences used but, more im-
portantly, that they seemed to provide a framework for identifying seman-
tical relations between such sentences – it was, we recall, in the context of 
speculating on the process of radical translation that the concept made 
its way into Word and Object. Notice that talk about semantical relations 
between sentences could be carried out even without detailed knowledge 
of what the sentences mean.5 Suppose we say that my observation sentence 
S and the native observation sentence N are synonymous. How shall we 
back up the claim? Th e explanation that the sentences are “about the same 
things in the world” will not appeal to the more scientifi cally minded, 
who will demand a more rigorous and transparent account. Quine would 
thus try the appeal to stimulations: we assume that a relevantly similar set 
of receptors was triggered in both speakers by the scene they were jointly 
witnessing.

Th ere are other ways of construing the synonymy talk, to be sure: we 
can appeal to the assumption of relevantly similar brain states of the two 
speakers, or to the assumption of their relevantly similar visual and other 
experiences of the scene witnessed. But here Quine’s pragmatic consid-
erations enter. We are better off  with stimulations, he held, for we don’t 
want things to get too labyrinthine. Brain states are too complicated to 
work with; experiences are too rich and diffi  cult to characterize. And even 
straight worldly phenomena, if we settle for them in accounts of linguistic 

4  Quine, 1999, p. 74.
5  Conversations with Olaf Müller helped me to appreciate this point.
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communication, will bring problems in their train – for example, in the 
case of “It’s raining,” we would have to invoke some unperspicuous notion 
like that of a “situation” to explain the verbal behaviour of the speaker. To 
repeat, we could have chosen other conceptual means than stimulations 
– “interface is an artifi ce” (Quine, 1993, p. 113) – but this method is com-
mendable for its simplicity and transparency. Th e point of the approach is 
to select the most appropriate place where the information from outer ob-
jects “comes together” and is neatly identifi ed and classifi ed – though only 
in principle, for Quine certainly wasn’t suggesting that we should literally 
start investigating people’s retinas (and other parts of their surfaces).

However, Quine later realized, with the help of a number of objectors, 
that semantics can be pursued even without recourse to the concept of 
stimulus meaning which implies near homology of the receptors triggered 
in diff erent persons at the occasion: in more recent writings, he opted for 
abandoning it (“the villain of the piece”) altogether.6 Homology is not cru-
cial for communication; moreover, stimulus meanings do not carry us far 
in the matters of a full-blown linguistic communication.7 Going by stimu-
lations alone, we could end up with groupings of sentences of two persons 
that would dramatically diff er from the groupings based on their exter-
nal referents. Th e same object spoken about might be seen from diff erent 
angles, from diff erent distances and in diff erent lighting conditions, and 
this will account for a potentially great diversity in concomitant stimula-
tions. Moreover, as Davidson once remarked, a person might be wearing 
reverting goggles which will make her stimulations altogether distinct 
from the stimulations of non-bespectacled observers of the same event. 
Th is, however, will not block her linguistic intercourse with others, at least 
not for long (she will need some time to get accustomed to the new way 
of experiencing). Extreme discrepancies in stimulus meanings might not 
aff ect agreement in meaning proper – and the account which would have 

6  Quine, 1993, p. 114.
7  Quine, 1986, p. 365.
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meanings of sentences from diff erent languages paired by what happens at 
the corporeal surface is doomed.

Th is much said, one is led to wonder what, if any, is the role of stimula-
tions in theorizing about communication for the later Quine. Provided we 
can do without the assumption of more or less shared stimulus meanings, 
the rationale for retaining the stimulations-talk becomes dim. But be this 
as it may, Davidson’s assumption8 that the role of stimulations for Quine 
was to provide sentences with their fi ne-grained semantic contents is un-
warranted. Quine’s observation sentences are not only not about stimula-
tions: the stimulations do not even determine their contents. What, ul-
timately, puts the value of stimulus meanings into question is not, pace 
Davidson, their proximal nature but their theoretical unimportance in 
accounts of linguistic behaviour.

Th is, however, is not meant as a criticism of Quine’s semantical views. 
When we ask how the linguist manages to translate the native discourse, 
all we hear from Quine is that it is by empathy-guided recourse to publicly 
observable objects, situations and events. And when we ask what deter-
mines semantic content of a great part of our discourse (and, indirectly, of 
its yet greater part), we get the same answer: publicly observable circum-
stances. Th at’s why we can take him literally when he remarks that his 
“position in semantics is as distal as Davidson’s.”9

Th e commentators, to my mind, oft en insuffi  ciently appreciate the fact 
that the distal view is, for Quine, nowhere near explaining anything about 
communicative use of language. Rather, it is just one of the things one 
takes for granted when one starts pondering semantics. Th e distinctively 
Quinean attempt at explanation would then invoke the concept of stimu-
lation as the unpretentious starting point of what, in the fullness of time, 
hopefully becomes a full-blown naturalistic account of communication. 
However, it seems that by recanting stimulus meaning, Quine admitted 

8  Voiced in Davidson, 1990.
9  Quine, 1993, p. 114.
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that the concept in question is not the best instrument of capturing com-
munication in a transparent and scientifi cally respectable way. And this, 
if anything, strengthens the conclusion that his views on content determi-
nation are not proximal in the Davidsonian sense.

2  Epistemology: Scepticism and Intermediaries
In matters epistemological, the stimulations, again, are at the centre 

stage of the dispute. Quine allegedly 
gives … stimulations an epistemic role very similar in relevant re-

spects to the role sense data (raw experiences, percepts, unprocessed sen-
sory intake, etc.) played in the writings of earlier empiricists … he liked 
the idea of unprocessed empirical intake as the basis of our beliefs about 
the world, and he thought that patterns of stimulation constituted a less 
confused basis (Davidson, 1999, p. 134).

Th is sounds bad enough, but fi rst we must be clear about the sense in 
which the term “basis” is used by Davidson. Do we, according to David-
son’s Quine,have recourse to stimulations in order to justify our beliefs 
about outer reality? Are they our only, or decisive, evidence? Well, I do not 
think that an attempt to ascribe the tenet to Quine will go smoothly, for 
Quine was oft en using the term “evidence” in a perfectly ordinary and un-
objectionable way – for example in his response to Keith Lehrer in which 
he claimed that “observation is the locus of evidence.”10 Here, evidence is 
quite plainly something that is available to the subject engaged in scien-
tifi c inquiry. However, and this is crucial for Davidson, diff erent places in 
Quine seem to alter the picture considerably. Th ere, evidence is just the 
stimulations themselves.11

10  2000, p. 412. See also 1993, pp. 110–111, where Quine characterized observation sen-
tences as “vehicles” of evidence for scientifi c statements of a more theoretical vein.
11  Quine, 1976, p. 229; 1969, p. 75; 1974, p. 40; 1981b, p. 40.
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(i) Th ere are two strands to the Davidsonian critique of the latter ap-
proach.12 A more simple and better–known objection to talk of stimula-
tion is that it contains a straightforward category mistake: it doesn’t quite 
make sense to speak of stimulations as an evidence justifying our beliefs 
and theories, since evidence can come only in a propositional form which 
the stimulations do not display.13 Stimulations cannot buttress beliefs, as 
beliefs cannot buttress buildings; only a belief can buttress another belief.14 
Th e senses and their surface stimulations are, of course, causally instru-
mental in bringing our perceptual beliefs about, but this truism doesn’t 
have, for Davidson, any epistemological corollaries worth mentioning. 
Th e “end products” of the cognitive enterprise are publicly observable en-
tities, states and events on the one hand, and our beliefs on the other.

On my reading of Quine, this objection is absurd. Th at is, it is absurd 
when presented as a criticism of Quine, however perceptive it might be 
with regard to doctrines of a host of other writers. For one thing, Quine, 
to repeat, never thought that retinal and other stimulations are something 
to which the perceiving subject – or, for that matter, the epistemologist 
studying him – can have conscious access. Th e majority of people is very 
probably ignorant of the very existence of their surface receptors, let alone 
of the irradiated patterns of the receptors. In analogy to the semantical 
case treated above, Quine’s reasons for selecting stimulations for episte-
mological purposes were pragmatic. Th e evidence he had in mind was the 
third-person, naturalized epistemologist’s evidence which the epistemolo-
gist postulates in order to throw some light on the process of the subject’s 
ariving at a theory of the world. Moreover, evidence, in this peculiar sense, 
is something unreservedly causal. No talk of justifi cation is in evidence 
here, and Quine, who, to the best of my knowledge, always shunned the 

12  To be precise, there is also a third one, focused on the conundrum of “conceptual relativ-
ism.” I will ignore this agenda in the present paper.
13  Davidson, 2001, p. 292.
14  See Davidson, 1986, p. 319.
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word in his writings, was even more reluctant to use it when presented 
with Davidson’s misgivings.15 To borrow his own prase, nothing in his 
system hinges on it.16 So the diff erence between Davidsonian and Quin-
ean epistemology consists in the fact that whereas the former aims at an 
account of justifi cation of beliefs and theories along with the causal story 
of what brought the beliefs and theories about, the latter opts for a causal 
account only.17 One can thus object to Quine that his “epistemology” is 
too alienated from the more traditional concerns in the fi eld but not that 
it is blatantly irrational. (I am not trying to vindicate this new fashion of 
conducting epistemology, only to acquit it of a charge that seems to be 
misplaced).

(ii) Let’s see whether the second voyage of Davidson’s fares better. 
Davidson accuses modern-day empiricism, as exemplifi ed by sense-data 
theories à la Russell and Ayer, of introducing a tertium quid, a thing stand-
ing betwixt our thoughts about the world and the world itself, represent-
ing to the mind something extraneous to it. And he would have Quine as 
the last and heroic exponent of this tradition, off ering his stimulations for 
outdated sense-data – though for much the same purpose. Th ese “neu-
rological substitutes” (Davidson, 1990, p. 69), in the same vein as their 
predecessors, represent the outer reality to the mind.

As far as I can see, the perils that worry Davidson concern the com-
patibility of this representationalist epistemology with extreme forms of 
scepticism. Reliance on “entities before the mind” registering “the outer” 
and informing “the inner” is risky, for the intermediaries could present 

15  See Quine, 1994, p. 502.
16  Quine, 1990, p. 80.
17  In 2000, p. 412, Quine explains that he recommended the turn to empirical psychology 
not in order to banish the issue of justifi cation altogether, but only to divorce it from con-
siderations of what we are “actually doing” when we are engaged in studying nature, human 
subjects including. Talk of justifi cation is to be replaced by causal accounts of which stimu-
lations elicit which verbal responses in us. He then goes on to expound his positive views 
on justifi cation in science: it lies in succesful prediction and in preselecting the candidate 
theories worth testing.
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to us the world very inaccurately: the stimulations we are enjoying could 
remain exactly the same even if the world farther out changed dramati-
cally and our perceptual and other beliefs about it, accordingly, turned 
largely false.18 Davidson sees no other way out of this predicament than 
abandoning the intermediaries altogether, again in the spirit of unclut-
tered distalism.

Are, then, Quine’s stimulations tertia in Davidson’s sense? To begin 
with, I think that something of the conclusion of the foregoing section 
suggests itself: the stimulations cannot be intermediary objects presented 
to the mind (or “grasped” by it) simply because – unlike sense-data – they 
are not accessible to the subject (nor to his or her interpreter). But suppose 
that Davidson presses on, declaring that being an object of conscious at-
tention is not one of the distinguishing features of an epistemic interme-
diary. No matter, we still cannot get hold of them; as our only presumed 
source of information about a reality farther out, they just are interme-
diaries of a sort. And it is not reasonable to trust them, for they might be 
telling us lies.

Now one strategy to defuse the worry is simply to concede the scepti-
cal point. Surprisingly, in his 1981 response to Barry Stroud, Quine seems 
to be thinking precisely along these lines. Science, we are told, can claim 
about the world only that it is “somehow so structured as to assure the se-
quences of stimulation that our theory gives us to expect” (Quine, 1981d, 
p. 474). Shall we take this as endorsement of scepticism and of self-im-
posed limitations of representational epistemology? Shall we take Quine 
as acquiescing that we cannot get beyond our stimulations, stopping short 
of the external world? Th is conclusion, according to Davidson, sits well 
with the notorious Quinean idea of “posits,” since the posit theory seems 
to treat external objects merely “as if” they existed.19 And if objects exist 

18  Davidson, 1986, p. 313.
19  Davidson, 1990, p. 73; 1994, p. 187.
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only “as if,” Quine is in thrall to a version of anti-realist constructivism 
that puts the very idea of mind-independent reality into question.20

I think that this interpretative strategy is misguided, despite a cou-
ple of passages21 in Quine’s writings which suggest the contrary. To begin 
with, it is not reasonable to view Quine as an exponent of a movement 
that would take external objects and events as posits constructed out of 
the essentially idiosyncratic patterns of stimulations. We certainly do 
not construe them in the sense of putting simple elements together into a 
more encompassing whole. Th e theoretical posits of Quine are not results 
of “synthesising” of any sort. Th ey are irreducible entities, postulated, at 
best, in response to stimulations, not fabricated out of them.22 But not only 
this. Quine more than once evinced his fi rm belief in robust external re-
alism. He spoke of an “antecedently acknowledged external world,”23 the 
acknowledgement being the starting point of the naturalizing epistemolo-
gist, not a result of his inquiry into our knowledge of reality.24 So, at least 
the extreme versions of scepticism are impossible to square with Quine’s 
offi  cial ontological commitments.25 To the objection that he is committed 
to the reality of stimulations and the ideality of remaining objects in the 
world, he responded in the following manner:

I have forces from real external objects impinging on our nerve end-
ings, and I have us acquiring sentences about real external objects partly 

20  Some of the most competent Quine scholars have taken the idea of posits as indicating 
a full-blown commitment to constructivism. Th is is most clearly expressed by Lars Berg-
ström: “Quine accepts the view that the world is, in a sense, a human construction or pro-
jection (a ‘posit’)”, 2001, p. 31. Robert Fogelin, 2004, p. 38, also reads Quine as a life-long 
anti-realist.
21  See also Quine and Ullian, 1978, p. 22.
22  Quine, 1953, p. 51.
23  Quine, 1992, p. 19.
24  See Hylton, 1997.
25  Notice that the brain-in-a-vat scenario is simply inapplicable to Quine, for the stimula-
tions are part of the mind-external reality.
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through conditioning to those neural excitations and partly through com-
plex relations of sentences to sentences (1981c, p. 181).

What, perhaps, compels many readers of Quine to ascribe to him the 
strongly anti-realist representationalist view is the fact that the talk of pos-
its seems, intuitively, to imply the non-reality of objects posited. But this 
is just not so. Posits are not irreal (pace the gods of Homer, phlogiston, 
aether and what not). Th e posit-talk only indicates that all entities in the 
world that exist according to this or that theory are ultimately posited in 
response to stimulations. Quine’s point is epistemological, not ontologi-
cal. He doesn’t distinguish external physical things into two fundamental 
groups, one really existing (the stimulations), the other only seemingly 
existing (the rest).26

Besides, we must take seriously the fact that stimulations are caused by 
worldly happenings. Quine always consistently depicted this as a scientifi c 
fi nding; we accept it willy-nilly, unless science produces a better grounded 
result. Stimulations are thus physical objects, on a par with trees, stones 
and electrones that help to arouse them. No talk of representation can fi nd 
its niche in this purely causal setting: that X causes Y does by no means 
imply that Y represents X. Instead of upholding intermediary represen-
tations, Quine, by his sheer causalism, deprived them of their breeding 
ground.

Note, fi nally, that if stimulations were intermediaries, their going 
astray would have to occur due to some interference exercising its infl u-
ence somewhere between the skin and the reality farther out. But what 
could this be? We would need a sample of a situation inverse to the one in-
volving reverting goggles: something in the world, something with which 
we are in perceptual touch, would have to change without corresponding 
turn in our stimulations. And I frankly confess I can’t think of any exam-
ple that wouldn’t sound silly the moment it was put on paper. Th is, at least 

26  Dreben, 1992, also underlines this point.
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for me, is an additional reason for holding that stimulations are not fi t for 
the role of intermediaries. Take, again, the sense-data: their champions 
claimed that the objects mind inspects represent something with largely 
unknown properties.27 Such a view does provide a leeway for the deep mis-
match between representations (sense-data) and what they represent. Th e 
contrast with Quine is striking, for he speaks about stimulations and their 
familiar worldly causes: my current stimulations are caused by the famil-
iar desk, not by some largely unknown Ding an sich.

3  Conclusion
My conclusion is that Davidson overstated the analogy between the 

modern empiricist’s and Quine’s notion of meaning and knowledge. As the 
dispute amply testifi es, Quine is not readily translatable into the more tra-
ditional philosophical idiom. He himself tended to view his own projects 
as a continuation of the traditional philosophical enterprise, but trans-
formed, i.e., naturalized. Many of his readers, on the other hand, protested 
that his new way of philosophy is a far cry from what we traditionally asso-
ciate with the subject and that what he was doing deserves diff erent labels. 
But labels hardly matter – another Quinean point. What matters is that by 
forcing Quine’s views into the Procrustean bed of traditional philosophy, 
we are likely to miss the lessons they have to off er.28

27  Russell, for example, famously concluded that we simply can’t get most of the features of 
external reality right, except for a couple of structural features of external things that can 
safely be gathered from our representations (the features concerning, e.g., the relative posi-
tions of the things in spacetime). See Russell, 1912.
28  Work on this paper was supported by the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation. Many 
thanks to Colin Guthrie King for correcting my English.
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