
DONALD DAVIDSON 

B E L I E F  A N D  T H E  B A S I S  O F  M E A N I N G  

ABSTRACT. A theory of radical interpretation gives the meanings of all sentences of a 
language, and can be verified by evidence available to someone who does not understand 
the language. Such evidence cannot include detailed information concerning the beliefs 
and intentions of speakers, and therefore the theory must simultaneously interpret the 
utterances of speakers and specify (some of) his beliefs. Analogies and connections 
with decision theory suggest the kind of theory that will serve for radical interpretation, 
and how permissible evidence can support it. 

Meaning and belief play interlocking and complementary roles in the 
interpretation of speech. By emphasizing the connection between our 
grounds for attributing beliefs to speakers, and our grounds for assigning 
meanings to their utterances, I hope to explain some problematic features 
both of belief and of  meaning. 

We interpret a bit of  linguistic behavior when we say what  a speaker's 
words mean on an occasion of use. The task may be seen as one of  re- 
description. We know that the words 'Es schneit' have been uttered on a 
particular occasion and we want to redescribe this uttering as an act of  
saying that it is snowing. 1 What  do we need to know if we are to be in a 

position to redescribe speech in this way, that is, to interpret the utterances 
of  a speaker? Since a competent interpreter can interpret any of a poten- 
tial infinity of  utterances (or so we may as well say), we cannot specify 
what he knows by listing cases. He knows, for example, that in uttering 
'Es schneit' under certain conditions and with a certain intent, Karl  has 
said that it is snowing; but there are endless further cases. What  we must 
do then is state a finite theory from which particular interpretations 
follow. There is no need to insist that all interpreters know the theory: it 
is enough if they know the required consequences. The theory may thus 
be used to describe an aspect of  the interpreter's competence at under- 
standing what is said. We may, if we please, also maintain that there is a 
mechanism in the interpreter that corresponds to the theory. I f  this means 
only that there is some mechanism or other that performs that task, it is 
hard to see how the claim can fail to be true, and no testable weight is 
added to the theory. 
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Theory of interpretation is the business jointly of  the linguist, psycholo- 
gist and philosopher. Its subject matter is the behavior of  a speaker or 
speakers, and it tells what certain of  their utterances mean. Finally, the 
theory can be used to describe what every interpreter knows, namely a 
specifiable infinite subset of the truths of  the theory. In what follows, I 
shall say a little, and assume a lot, about the form a theory of  interpreta- 
tion can take. But I want to focus on the question how we can tell that any 
such theory is true. 

One answer comes pat. The theory is true if its empirical implications 
are true; we can test the theory by sampling its implications for truth. In 
the present case, this means noticing whether or not typical interpretations 
a theory yields for the utterances of a speaker are correct. We agreed that 
any competent interpreter knows whether the relevant implications are 
true; so any competent interpreter can test a theory in this way. This does 
not  mean, of course, that finding a true theory is trivial; it does mean 
that given a theory, testing it may require nothing arcane. 

The original question, however, is how we know that a particular inter- 
pretation is correct, and our pat answer is not addressed to this question. 
An utterance can no doubt be interpreted by a correct theory, but if the 
problem is to determine when an interpretation is correct, it is no help to 
support the theory that yields it by giving samples of  correct interpreta- 
tions. There is an apparent impass; we need the theory before we can 
recognize evidence in its behalf. 

The problem is salient because uninterpreted utterances seem the 
appropriate evidential base for a theory of meaning. I f  an acceptable 
theory could be supported by such evidence, that would constitute con- 
ceptual progress, for the theory would be specifically semantical in nature, 
while the evidence would be described in non-semantical terms. An at- 
tempt to build on even more elementary evidence, say behavioristic 
evidence, could only make the task of  theory construction harder, though 
it might make it more satisfying. In any case, we can without embarrass- 
ment undertake the lesser enterprise. 

A central source of  trouble is the way beliefs and meanings conspire to 
account for utterances. A speaker who holds a sentence to be true on an 
occasion does so in part because of what he means, or would mean, by an 
utterance of that sentence, and in part because of  what he believes. I f  all 
we have to go on is the fact of  honest utterance, we cannot infer the belief 
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without knowing the meaning, and have no chance of inferring the mean- 
ing without the belief. 

Various strategies for breaking into this circle suggest themselves. One 
is to find evidence for what words mean that is independent of belief. It 
would have to be independent of intentions, desires, regrets, wishes, ap- 
provals, and conventions too, for all of these have a belief component. 
Perhaps there are some who think it would be possible to establish the 
correctness of a theory of interpretation without knowing, or establishing, 
a great deal about beliefs, but it is not easy to imagine how it could be 
done. 

Far more plausible is the idea of deriving a theory of interpretation from 
detailed information about the intentions, desires, and beliefs of speakers 
(or interpreters, or both). This I take to be the strategy of those who 
undertake to define or explain linguistic meaning on the basis of non- 
linguistic intentions, uses, purposes, functions, and the like: the tradi- 
tions are those of Mead and Dewey, of Wittgenstein and Grice. This 
strategy will not meet the present need either, I think. 

There can be nothing wrong, of course, with the methodological maxim 
that when baffling problems about meanings, reference, synonymy and so 
on arise, we should remember that these concepts, like those of word, 
sentence, and language themselves, abstract away from the social trans- 
actions and setting which give them what content they have. Everyday 
linguistic and semantic concepts are part of an intuitive theory for organ- 
izing more primitive data, so only confusion can result from treating these 
concepts and their supposed objects as if they had a life of their own. But 
this observation cannot answer the question how we know when an inter- 
pretation of an utterance is correct. If our ordinary concepts suggest a 
confused theory, we should look for a better theory, not give up theo- 
rizing. 

There can be no objection either to detailing the complicated and im- 
portant relations between what a speaker's words mean and his non-lin- 
guistic intentions and beliefs. I have my doubts about the possibility of 
defining linguistic meaning in terms of non-linguistic intentions and be- 
liefs, but those doubts, if not the sources of those doubts, are irrelevant 
to the present theme. 

The present theme is the nature of the evidence for the adequacy of a 
theory of interpretation. The evidence must be describable in non- 
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semantic, non-linguistic terms if it is to respond to the question we have 
set; it must also be evidence we can imagine the virgin investigator having 
without his already being in possession of the theory it is supposed to be 
evidence for. This is where I spy trouble. There is a principled, and not 
merely a practical, obstacle to verifying the existence of detailed, general 
and abstract non-linguistic beliefs and intentions, while being unable to 
tell what a speaker's words mean. We sense well enough the absurdity in 
trying to learn without asking him whether someone believes there is a 
largest prime, or whether he intends, by making certain noises, to get 
someone to stop smoking by that person's recognition that the noises were 
made with that intention. The absurdity lies not in the fact that it would 
be very hard to find out these things without language, but in the fact that 
we have no good idea how to set about authenticating the existence of 
such attitudes when communication is not possible. 

This point is not happily stated by saying that our sophisticated beliefs 
and intentions and thoughts are like silent utterances. My claimois only 
that making detailed sense of a person's intentions and beliefs cannot be 
independent of making sense of his utterances. If this is so, then an inven- 
tory of a speaker's sophisticated beliefs and intentions cannot be the evi- 
dence for the truth of a theory for interpreting his speech behavior. 

Since we cannot hope to interpret linguistic activity without knowing 
what a speaker believes, and cannot found a theory of what he means on 
a prior discovery of his beliefs and intentions, I conclude that in interpret- 
ing utterances from scratch - in radical interpretation - we must some- 
how deliver simultaneously a theory of belief and a theory of meaning. 
How is this possible? 

In order to make the problem sharp and simple enough for a relatively 
brief discussion, let me make a change in the description of the evidential 
base for a theory of interpretation. Instead of utterances of expressions, I 
want to consider a certain attitude towards expressions, an attitude that 
may or may not be evinced in actual utterances. The attitude is that of 
holding true, relativized to time. We may as well suppose we have avail- 
able all that could be known of such attitudes, past, present, and future. 
Finally, I want to imagine that we can describe the external circumstances 
under which the attitudes hold or fail to hold. Typical of the sort of 
evidence available then would be the following: a speaker holds 'Es 
schneit' true when and only when it is snowing. I hope it will be granted 
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that it is plausible to say we can tell when a speaker holds a sentence to 
be true without knowing what he means by the sentence, or what beliefs 
he holds about its unknown subject matter, or what detailed intentions 
do or might prompt him to utter it. It is often argued that we must assume 
that most of a speaker's utterances are of sentences he holds true: if this 
is right, the independent availability of the evidential base is assured. But 
weaker assumptions will do, since even the compulsive liar and the 
perennial kidder may be found out. 

The problem, then, is this: we suppose we know what sentences a 
speaker holds true, and when, and we want to know what he means and 
believes. Perhaps we could crack the case if we knew enough about his 
beliefs and intentions, but there is no chance of this without prior access 
to a theory of interpretation. Given the interpretations, we could read off 
beliefs from the evidential base, but this assumes what we want to know. 

I am struck by the analogy with a well-known problem in decision 
theory. Suppose an agent is indifferent between getting $ 5.00, and a 
gamble that offers him $11.00 if a coin comes up heads, and $0.00 if it 
comes up tails. We might explain (i.e., 'interpret') his indifference by sup- 
posing that money has a diminishing marginal utility for him: $ 5.00 is 
midway on his subjective value scale between $0.00 and $11.00. We ar- 
rive at this by assuming the gamble is worth the sum of the values of the 
possible outcomes as tempered by their likelihoods. In this case, we as- 
sume that heads and tails are equally likely. Unfortunately there is an 
equally plausible alternative explanation: since $ 5.00 obviously isn't mid, 
way in utility between $0.00 and $11.00, the agent must believe tails are 
more likely to come up than heads; if he thought heads and tails equally 
probable, he would certainly prefer the gamble, which would then be 
equal to a straight offer of $5.50. 

The point is obvious. Choices between gambles are the result of two 
psychological factors, the relative values the chooser places on the out- 
comes, and the probability he assigns to those outcomes, conditional on 
his choice. Given the agent's beliefs (his subjective probabilities) it's easy 
to compute his relative values from his choices; given his values, we can 
infer his beliefs. But given only his choices, how can we work out both 
his beliefs and his values? 

The problem is much like the problem of interpretation. The solution in 
the case of decision theory is neat and satisfying; nothing as good is avail- 
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able in the theory of meaning. Still, one can, I think, see the possibility of 
applying an analogous strategy. Simplified a bit, Frank Ramsey's proposal 
for coping with the problem of decision theory is this. 2 Suppose that there 
are two alternatives, getting $11.00 and getting $0.00, and that there is an 
event E such that the agent is indifferent between the following two 
gambles: Gamble One - if E happens the agent receives $11.00; if E fails 
to happen he gets $0.00. Gamble Two - if E happens he gets $0.00; if E 
fails to happen he gets $11.00. The agent's indifference between the gam- 
bles shows that he must judge that E is as likely to happen as not. For if 
he thought E more likely to occur than not, he would prefer the first 
gamble which promises him $11.00 if E occurs, and if he thought E more 
likely not to occur than to occur he would prefer the second gamble 
which pairs E's non-occurrence with $11.00. This solves, for decision 
theory, the problem of how to separate out subjective probability from 
subjective utility, for once an event like E is discovered, it is possible to 
scale other values, and then to determine the subjective probabilities of all 
events. 

In this version of decision theory, the evidential base is preferences be- 
tween alternatives, some of them wagers; preference here corresponds to 
the attitude of holding true in the case of interpretation, as I put that 
problem. Actual choices in decision theory correspond to actual utter- 
ances in interpretation. The explanation of a particular preference involves 
the assignment of a comparative ranking of values and an evaluation of 
probabilities. Support for the explanation doesn't come from a new kind 
of insight into the attitudes and beliefs of the agent, but from more obser- 
vations of preferences of the very sort to be explained. In brief, to explain 
(i.e., interpret) a particular choice or preference, we observe other choices 
or preferences; these will support a theory on the basis of which the origi- 
nal choice or preference can be explained. Attributions of subjective 
values and probabilities are part of the theoretical structure, and are conve- 
nient ways of summarizing facts about the structure of basic preferences; 
there is no way to test for them independently. Broadly stated, my theme 
is that we should think of meanings and beliefs as interrelated constructs 
of a single theory just as we already view subjective values and probabili- 
ties as interrelated constructs of decision theory. 

One way of representing some of the explanatory facts about choice 
behavior elicited by a theory of decision is to assign numbers to measure, 
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say, the subjective values of outcomes to a particular agent. So we might 
assign the numbers 0, 1 and 2 as measures of the values to someone of re- 
ceiving $0.00, $5.00 and $11.00 respectively. To the unwary this could 
suggest that for that agent $11.00 was worth twice as much as $ 5.00. Only 
by studying the underlying theory would the truth emerge that the assign- 
ment of numbers to measure utilities was unique up to a linear transfor- 
mation, but not beyond. The numbers 2, 4 and 6 would have done as wellin 
recording the facts, but 6 is not twice 4. The theory makes sense of compari- 
sons of differences, but not of comparisons of magnitude. When we repre- 
sent the facts of preference, utility, and subjective probability by assigning 
numbers, only some of the properties of numbers are used to capture the 
empirically justified pattern. Other properties of the numbers used may 
therefore be chosen arbitrarily, like the zero point and the unit in measur- 
ing utility or temperature. 

The same facts may be represented by quite different assignments of 
numbers. In the interpretation of speech, introducing such supposed enti- 
ties as propositions to be meanings of sentences or objects of belief may 
mislead us into thinking the evidence justifies, or should justify, a kind of 
uniqueness that it does not. In the case of decision theory, we can estab- 
lish exactly which properties of numbers are relevant to the measurement 
of utility and which to the measurement of probability. Propositions being 
much vaguer than numbers, it is not clear to what extent they are over- 
designed for their job. 

There is not just an analogy between decision theory and interpretation 
theory, there is a connection. Seen from the side of decision theory, there is 
what Ward Edwards once dubbed the 'presentation problem' for empiri- 
cal applications of decision theory. To learn the preferences of an agent, 
particularly among complex gambles, it is obviously necessary to describe 
the options in words. But how can the experimenter know what those 
words mean to the subject? The problem is not merely theoretical: it is 
well known that two descriptions of what the experimenter takes to be 
the same option may elicit quite different responses from a subject. We are 
up against a problem we discussed a moment ago in connection with 
interpretation: it is not reasonable to suppose we can interpret verbal 
behavior without fine-grained information about beliefs and intentions, 
nor is it reasonable to imagine we can justify the attribution of preferences 
among complex options unless we can interpret speech behavior. A 
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radical theory of decision must include a theory of interpretation and 
cannot presuppose it. 

Seen from the side of a theory of interpretation, there is the obvious 
difficulty in telling when a person accepts a sentence as true. Decision 
theory, and the common sense ideas that stand behind it, help make a case 
for the view that beliefs are best understood in their role of rationalizing 
choices or preferences. Here we are considering only one special kind of 
belief, the belief that a sentence is true. Yet even in this case, it would be 
better if we could go behind the belief to a preference which might show 
itself in choice. I have no detailed proposal to make at the moment how 
this might, or should, be done. A first important step has been made by 
Richard Jeffrey. 3 He eliminates some troublesome confusions in Ramsey's 
theory by reducing the rather murky ontology of the theory, which dealt 
with events, options, and propositions to an ontology of propositions 
only. Preferences between propositions holding true then becomes the 
evidential base, so that the revised theory allows us to talk of degrees of 
belief in the truth of propositions, and the relative strength of desires that 
propositions be true. As Jeffrey points out, for the purposes of his theory, 
the objects of these various attitudes could as well be taken to be sen- 
tences. If  this change is made, we can unify the subject matter of decision 
theory and theory of interpretation. Jeffrey assumes, of course, that sen- 
tences are understood by agent and theory builder in the same way. But 
the two theories may be united by giving up this assumption. The theory 
for which we should ultimately strive is one that takes as evidential base 
preferences between sentences - preferences that one sentence rather than 
another be true. The theory would then explain individual preferences of 
this sort by attributing beliefs and values to the agent, and meanings to 
his words. 

In this paper I shall not speculate further on the chances for an inte- 
grated theory of decision and interpretation; so I return to the problem of 
interpreting utterances on the basis of information about when, and under 
what external circumstances, the sentences they exemplify are held true. 
The central ideas in what I have said so far may be summarized: behavioral 
or dispositional facts that can be described in ways that do not assume 
interpretations, but on which a theory of interpretation can be based, will 
necessarily be a vector of meaning and belief. One result is that to interpret 
a particular utterance it is necessary to construct a comprehensive theory 
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for the interpretation of a potential infinity of utterances. The evidence 
for the interpretation of a particular utterance will therefore have to be 
evidence for the interpretation of all utterances of a speaker or communi- 
ty. Finally, if entities like meanings, propositions and objects of belief have 
a legitimate place in explaining speech behavior, it is only because they 
can be shown to play a useful role in the construction of an adequate 
theory. There is no reason to believe in advance that these entities will be 
any help, and so it cannot be an independent goal of a theory or analysis 
to identify the meanings of expressions or the objects of belief. 

The appreciation of these ideas, which we owe largely to Quine, repre- 
sents one of the few real breakthroughs in the study of language. I have 
put things in nay own way, but I think that the differences between us are 
more matters of emphasis than of substance. Much that Quine has written 
understandably concentrates on undermining misplaced confidence in the 
usefulness or intelligibility of concepts like those of analyticity, synonymy, 
and meaning. I have tried to accentuate the positive. Qnine, like the rest 
of us, wants to provide a theory of interpretation. His animadversions on 
meanings are designed to discourage false starts; but the arguments in 
support of the strictures provide foundations for an acceptable theory. 

I have accepted what I think is essentially Quine's picture of the problem 
of interpretation, and the strategy for its solution that I want to propose 
will obviously owe a great deal to him. There also will be some differences. 
One difference concerns the form the theory should take. Quine would 
have us produce a translation manual (a function, recursively given) that 
yields a sentence in the language of the interpreter for each sentence of 
the speaker (or more than one sentence in the case of ambiguity). To 
interpret a particular utterance one would give the translating sentence 
and specify the translation manual. In addition, it would be necessary to 
know exactly what information was preserved by a translation manual 
that met the empirical constraints: what was invariant, so to speak, from 
one acceptable translation manual to another. 

I suggest making the theory explicitly semantical in character, in fact, 
that the theory should take the form of a theory of truth in Tarski's style. 
In Tarski's style, but with modifications to meet present problems. For 
one thing, we are after a theory of truth where Tarski is interested in an 
explicit definition. This is a modification I will not discuss now: it mainly 
concerns the question how rich an ontology is available in the language 
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in which the theory is given. Secondly, in order to accommodate the pre- 
sence of demonstrative elements in natural language it is necessary to 
relativize the theory of truth to times and speakers (and possibly to some 
other things). The third modification is more serious and comes to the 
heart of the business under discussion. Tarski's Convention T demands 
of a theory of truth that it put conditions on some predicate, say 'is true', 
such that all sentences of a certain form are entailed by it. These are just 
those sentences with the familiar form: " 'Snow is white' is true if and only 
if  snow is white". For the formalized languages that Tarski talks about, 
T-sentences (as we may call these theorems) are known by their syntax, 
and this remains true even if the object language and metalanguage are 
different languages and even if for quotation-marks we substitute some- 
thing more manageable. But in radical interpretation a syntactical test of 
the truth of T-sentences would be worthless, since such a test would pre- 
suppose the understanding of the object language one hopes to gain. The 
reason is simple: the syntactical test is merely meant to formalize the 
relation of synonymy or translation, and this relation is taken as un- 
problematic in Tarski's work on truth. Our outlook inverts Tarski's: we 
want to achieve an understanding of meaning or translation by assuming 
a prior grasp of the concept of truth. What we require, therefore, is a way 
of judging the acceptability of T-sentences that is not syntactical, and 
makes no use of the concepts of translation, meaning or synonymy, but is 
such that acceptable T-sentences will in fact yield interpretations. 

A theory of truth will be materially adequate, that is, will correctly 
determine the extension of the truth predicate, provided it entails, for each 
sentence s of the object language, a theorem of the fo rm ' s  is true if and 
only i fp '  where's '  if replaced by a description ofs  and 'p '  is replaced by a 
sentence that is true if and only if s is. For purposes of interpretation, 
however, truth in a T-sentence is not enough. A theory of truth will yield 
interpretations only if its T-sentences state truth conditions in terms that 
may be treated as 'giving the meaning' of object language sentences. Our 
problem is to find constraints on a theory strong enough to guarantee that 
it can be used for interpretation. 

There are constraints of  a formal nature that flow from the demand 
that the theory be finitely axiomatized, and that it satisfy Convention T 
(as appropriately modified).4 If  the metalanguage is taken to contain 
ordinary quantification theory, it is difficult, if not impossible, to discover 
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anything other than standard quantificational structures in the object 
language. This does not mean that anything whatever can be read into the 
object language simply by assuming it to be in the metalanguage; for 
example, the presence of modal operators in the metalanguage does not 
lead to a theory of truth for a modal object language. 

A satisfactory theory cannot depart much, it seems, from standard 
quanfificational structures or their usual semantics. We must expect the 
theory to rely on something very like Tarski's sort of recursive characteri- 
zation of satisfaction, and to describe sentences of the object language in 
terms of familiar patterns created by quantification and cross-reference, 
predication, truth-functional connections, and so on. The relation be- 
tween these semantically tractable patterns and the surface grammar of 
sentences may, of course, be very complicated. 

The result of applying the formal constraints is, then, to fit the object 
language as a whole to the procrustean bed of quantification theory. Al- 
though this can no doubt be done in many ways if any, it is unlikely that 
the differences between acceptable theories will, in matters of logical form, 
be great. The identification of the semantic features of a sentence will then 
be essentially invariant: correct theories will agree on the whole about 
the quantificational structure to be assigned to a given sentence. 

Questions of logical form being settled, the logical constants of quan- 
tification theory (including identity) will have been perforce discovered 
in the object language (well concealed, probably, beneath the surface). 
There remain the further primitive expressions to be interpreted. The 
main problem is to find a systematic way of matching predicates of the 
metalanguage to the primitive predicates of the object language so as to 
produce acceptable T-sentences. If the metalanguage predicates translate 
the object language predicates, things will obviously come out right; if 
they have the same extensions, this might be enough. But it would be for- 
eign to our program to use these concepts in stating the constraints: the 
constraints must deal only with sentences and truth. Still, it is easy to see 
how T-sentences for sentences with indexical features sharply limit the 
choice of interpreting predicates; for example the T-sentence for 'Das 
ist weiss' must have something like this form: "For all speakers x and all 
times t 'Das ist weiss' is true spoken by x at t if and only if the object 
demonstrated by x at t is . . . . . .  ". There may, as Quine has pointed out in 
his discussions of ontological relativity, remain room for alternative onto- 
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logies, and so for alternative systems for interpreting the predicates of the 
object language. I believe the range of  acceptable theories of  truth can be 
reduced to the point where all acceptable theories will yield T-sentences 
that we can treat as giving correct interpretations, by application of  
further reasonable and non-question-begging constraints. But the details 
must be reserved for another occasion. 

Much more obviously must be said about the empirical constraints on 
the theory - the conditions under which a T-sentence may be accepted as 
correct. We have agreed that the evidential base for the theory will consist 
of  facts about the circumstances under which speakers hold sentences of  
their language to be true. Such evidence, I have urged, is neutral as between 
meaning and belief and assumes neither. It now needs to be shown that 
such data can provide a test for the acceptability of  T-sentences. 

I propose that we take the fact that speakers of  a language hold a sen- 
tence to be true (under observed circumstances) as prima facie evidence 
that the sentence is true under those circumstances. For  example, positive 
instances of "Speakers (of German) hold 'Es schneit' true when, and only 
when, it is snowing" should be taken to confirm not only the generaliza- 
tion, but also the T-sentence, " 'Es  schneit' is true (in German) for a 
speaker x at time t if and only if it is snowing at t (and near x)". 

Not  all the evidence can be expected to point the same way. There will be 
differences from speaker to speaker, and from time to time for the same 
speaker, with respect to the circumstances under which a sentence is held 
true. The general policy, however, is to choose truth conditions that do as 
well as possible in making speakers hold sentences true when (according 
to the theory and the theory builder's view of the facts) those sentences 
are true. That is the general policy, to be modified in a host of obvious 
ways. Speakers can be allowed to differ more often and more radically 
with respect to some sentences than others, and there is no reason not to 
take into account the observed or inferred individual differences that may 
be thought to have caused anomalies (as seen by the theory). 

Building the theory cannot be a matter of deciding on an appropriate T- 
sentence for one sentence of the object language at a time; a pattern must 
be built up that preserves the formal constraints discussed above while 
suiting the evidence as well as may be. And of  course the fact that a theory 
does not make speakers universal holders of  truths is not an inadequacy 
of  the theory; the aim is not the absurd one of making disagreement and 
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error disappear. The point is rather that widespread agreement is the only 
possible background against which disputes and mistakes can be inter- 
preted. Making sense of the utterances and behavior of others, even their 
most aberrant behavior, requires us to find a great deal of reason and 
truth in them. To see too much unreason on the part of others is simply 
to undermine our ability to understand what it is they are so unreasonable 
about. If  the vast amount of agreement on plain matters that is assumed in 
communication escapes notice, it's because the shared truths are too many 
and too dull to bear mentioning. What we want to talk about is what's 
new, surprising, or disputed. 

A theory for interpreting the utterances of a single speaker, based on 
nothing but his attitudes towards sentences, would, we may be sure, have 
many equally eligible rivals, for differences in interpretation could be off- 
set by appropriate differences in the beliefs attributed. Given a communi- 
ty of speakers with apparently the same linguistic repertoire, however, the 
theorist will strive for a single theory of interpretation: this will greatly 
narrow his practical choice of preliminary theories for each individual 
speaker. (In a prolonged dialogue, one starts perforce with a socially appli- 
cable theory, and refines it as evidence peculiar to the other speaker 
accumulates.) 

What makes a social theory of interpretation possible is that we can 
construct a plurality of private belief structures: belief is built to take up 
the slack between sentences held true by individuals and sentences true (or 
false) by public standards. What is private about belief is not that it is 
accessible to only one person, but that it may be idiosyncratic. Attribu- 
tions of belief are as publicly verifiable as interpretations, being based on 
the same evidence: if we can understand what a person says, we can know 
what he believes. 

I f  interpretation is approached in the style I have been discussing, it is 
not likely that only one theory will be found satisfactory. The resulting in- 
determinacy of interpretation is the semantic counterpart of Quine's in- 
determinacy of translation. On my approach, the degree of indeterminacy 
will, I think, be less than Quine contemplates: this is partly because I 
advocate adoption of the principle of charity on an across-the-board 
basis, and partly because the uniqueness of quantificational structure is 
apparently assured if Convention Tis satisfied. But in any case the question 
of indeterminacy is not central to the concerns of this paper. Indeterminacy 
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of meaning or translation does not represent a failure to capture signifi- 
cant distinctions; it marks the fact that certain apparent distinctions are 
not significant. If there is indeterminacy, it is because when all the evi- 
dence is in, alternative ways of stating the facts remain open. An analogy 
from decision theory has already been noted: if the numbers (1), (2) and 
(3) capture the meaningful relations in subjective value between three 
alternatives, then the numbers ( -17) ,  ( - 2 )  and ( +  13) do as well. 
Indeterminacy of this kind cannot be of genuine concern. 

What is important is that if meaning and belief are interlocked as I have 
suggested, then the idea that each belief has a definite object, and the idea 
that each word and sentence has a definite meaning, cannot be invoked 
in describing the goal of a successful theory. For even if, contrary to what 
may reasonably be expected, there were no indeterminacy at all, entities 
such as meanings and objects of belief would be of no independent interest. 
We could, of course, invent such entities with a clear conscience if we 
were sure there were no permissible variant theories. But if we knew this, 
we would know how to state our theories without mention of the objects. 

Theories of belief and meaning may require no exotic objects, but they 
do use concepts which set such theories apart from the physical and other 
non-psychological sciences: concepts like those of meaning and belief are, 
in a very fundamental way, not reducible to physical, neurological, or 
even behaviouristic concepts. This irreducibility is not due, however, to 
the indeterminacy of meaning or translation, for if I am right, indeter- 
minacy is important only for calling attention to how the interpretation 
of speech must go hand in hand with the interpretation of action generally, 
and so with the attribution of desires and beliefs. It is rather the methods 
we must invoke in constructing theories of belief and meaning that in- 
sures the irreducibility of the concepts essential to those theories. Each 
interpretation and attribution of attitude is a move within a holistic 
theory, a theory necessarily governed by concern for consistency and 
general coherence with the truth, and it is this that sets these theories 
forever apart from those that describe mindless objects, or describe 
objects as mindless. 
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N O T E S  

1 I use the expression "says tha t"  in the present context in such a way that  a speaker 
says (on a particular occasion) that it is snowing if and only if he utters words that (on 
that occasion) mean that it is snowing. So a speaker may say that  it is snowing without 
his meaning, or asserting, that it is snowing. 

F. R. Ramsey, 'Truth and Probability', in The Foundations of Mathematics, London 
1931. First published in 1926. 
3 Richard Jeffrey, The Logic of Decision, New York 1965. 
4 I have discussed these matters at greater length elsewhere. See ' In  Defense of Con- 
vention T', in Truth, Syntax and Modality, ed. by H. Leblane, Amsterdam 1973 and 
'Radical Interpretation',  Dialectica 1974 (forthcoming). 


