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Empirically Equivalent, Logically Incompatible Theories

Masatoshi NAKAMURA

Quine insists that theories are underdetermined by data. This is his thesis of “underdetermi-
nation of theory”. According to this thesis, any theory has a logically incompatible alternative
to which it is empirically equivalent. Quine presented this thesis as a reason for indeterminacy
of translation.

The underdetermination thesis has several problems, one of which we examine here. The
problem is whether we can successfully formulate the thesis. The thesis is in danger of falling
into merely a trivial thesis. If, however, we try to reformulate the thesis in order to avoid the
danger, this time we are confronted with another problem that the underdetermination thesis
conflicts with Quine’s point of view on language, the point of view which is deeply related to
the indeterminacy thesis.

We conclude that there is no way out, that is, within Quinean philosophical framework we
see no way of sorting out the ‘genuine’ cases of underdetermination from the trivial ones.
Moreover, we conclude that we cannot infer the indeterminacy thesis from the underdetermina-
tion thesis in the way Quine envisaged.
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