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Davidson’s Holistic Theory of
Meaning

Chien-kuo Mi

Abrstract

Davidson’s theory of meaning is an attempt to account for
the fact that we use our own language effectively to interpret or
understand the utterances (in the same or different language) of
others. So, a satisfactory theory of meaning for Davidson must
explain what kind of theory an interpreter has to know in order
to understand the speaker of an alien language and how the in-
terpreter could come to know that such a theory correctly de-
scribes the speaker.

According to Davidson, a theory of truth in Tarski’s style
can provide the fundamental structure for fulfilling the formal
requirements of a satisfactory theory of meaning. When an in-
terpreter (specifically, a radical interpreter) employs this theory
to interpret another, he must produce a T-sentence for each sen-
tence in that language.

Testing the truth of each T-sentence together with inter-
preter’s charity---the principle that agreement should be maxi-
mized in the context of interpretation---provides the evidential
bases for the claim that giving the conditions under which a
sentence is true is a way of giving the meaning to that sentence.
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To accommodate Tarski’s concept of truth, a theory of
truth must meet certain formal and empirical constraints in order
to serve as a satisfactory theory of meaning. The purpose of this
article is to argue that a formally satisfactory as well as an em-
pirically satisfactory theory of meaning must be holistic. The
result is Davidson’s extreme holism. So, Davidson’s holistic
theory of meaning (or interpretation) can be formulated as the
view that interpreting (or giving the meaning of) a sentence of a
certain language is not a matter of constructing a T-sentence for
the sentence and testing the T-sentence one by one, but a matter
of constructing and testing a satisfactory theory of meaning for
the language as a whole.

Keywords: Donald Davidson, interpretation, holism,
Meaning



