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call a theory of meaning, and so much, perhaps, against my so calling it.
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(…)
where interpretation is most clearly called for: interpretation in one
1

idiom of talk in another.
What knowledge would serve for interpretation? A short answer
would be, knowledge of what each meaningful expression means. In
German, those words Kurt spoke mean that it is raining and Kurt
was speaking German. So in uttering the words 'Es regnet', Kurt
said that it was raining. This reply does not: as might first be
thought, merely restate the problem. For it suggests that in passing
from a description that does not interpret (his uttering of the words
'Es regnet') to interpreting description (his saying that it is raining)
we must introduce a machinery of words and expressions (which
may or may not be exemplified in actual utterances), and this
suggestion is important. But the reply is no further help, for it does
not say what it is to know what an expression means.
There is indeed also the hint that corresponding to each meaningful expression that is an entity, its meaning. This idea, even if not
wrong, has proven to be very little help: at best it hypostasizes the
problem.
Disenchantment with meanings as implementing a viable account
of communication or interpretation helps explain why some philosophers have tried to get along without, not only meanings, but any
serious theory at all. It is tempting, when the concepts we summon
up to try to explain interpretation turn out to be more baffling than
the explanandum, to reflect that after all verbal communication
consists in nothing more than elaborate disturbances in the air
which form a causal link between the non-linguistic activities of
human agents. But although interpretable speeches are nothing but
(that is, identical with) actions performed with assorted nonlinguistic intentions (to warn, control, amuse, distract, insult), and
these actions are in turn nothing but (identical with) intentional
movements of the lips and larynx, this observation takes us no
distance towards an intelligible general account of what we might
know that would allow us to redescribe uninterpreted utterances as
the right interpreted ones.
Appeal to meanings leaves us stranded further than we started
from the non-linguistic goings-on that must supply the evidential
1

The term 'radical interpretation' is meant to suggest strong kinship with Quine's
'radical translation'. Kinship is not identity, however, and 'interpretation· in place or
'translation' marks one of the differences: a greater emphasis on the explicitly
semantical in the former.
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base for interpretation; the 'nothing but' attitude provides no clue as
to how the evidence is related to what it surely is evident for.
Other proposals for bridging the gap fall short in various ways.
The 'causal' theories of Ogden and Richards and of Charles Morris
attempted to analyse the meaning of sentences, taken one at a time,
on the basis of behaviouristic data. Even if these theories had
worked for the simplest sentences (which they clearly did not), they
did not touch the problem of extending the method to sentences of
greater complexity and abstractness. Theories of another kind start
by trying to connect words rather than sentences with non-linguistic
facts. This is promising because words are finite in number while
sentences are not, and yet each sentence is no more than a
concatenation of words: this offers the chance of a theory that
interprets each of an infinity of sentences using only finite resources.
But such theories fail to reach the evidence, for it seems clear that the
semantic features of words cannot be explained directly on the basis
of non-linguistic phenomena. The reason is simple. The phenomena
to which we must turn are the extra-linguistic interests and activities
that language serves, and these are served by words only in so far as
the words are incorporated in (or on occasion happen to be)
sentences. But then there is no chance of giving a foundational
account of words before giving one of sentences.
For quite different reasons, radical interpretation cannot hope to
take as evidence for the meaning of a sentence an account of the
complex and delicately discriminated intentions with which the
sentence is typically uttered. It is not easy to see how such an
approach can deal with the structural, recursive feature of language
that is essential to explaining how new sentences can be understood.
But the central difficulty is that we cannot hope to attach a sense to
the attribution of finely discriminated intentions independently of
interpreting speech. The reason is not that we cannot ask necessary
questions, but that interpreting an agent's intentions, his beliefs and
his words are parts of a single project, no part of which can be
assumed to be complete before the rest is. If this is right, we cannot
make the full panoply of intentions and beliefs the evidential base
for a theory of radical interpretation.
We are now in a position to say something more about what
(…)
would serve to make interpretation possible. The interpreter must be
able to understand any of the infinity of sentences the speaker might
utter. If we are to state explicitly what the interpreter might know
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consist in the statement of an effective method for going from an
arbitrary sentence of the alien tongue to a sentence of a familiar
language; thus it would satisfy the demand for a finitely stated
method applicable to any sentence. But I do not think a translation
manual is the best form for a theory of interpretation to take. 3
When interpretation is our aim, a method of translation deals
with a wrong topic, a relation between two languages, where what is
wanted is an interpretation of one (in another, of course, but that
goes without saying since any theory is in some language). We
cannot without confusion count the language used in stating the
theory as part of the subject matter of the theory unless we explicitly
make it so. In the general case, a theory of translation involves three
languages: the object language, the subject language, and the
metalanguage (the languages from and into which translation
proceeds, and the language of the theory, which says what
expressions of the subject language translate which expressions of
the object language). And in this general case, we can know which
sentences of the subject language translate which sentences of the
object language without knowing what any of the sentences of either
language mean (in any sense, anyway, that would let someone who
understood the theory interpret sentences of the object language). If
the subject language happens to be identical with the language of the
theory, then someone who understands the theory can no doubt use
the translation manual to interpret alien utterances; but this is
because he brings to bear two things he knows and that the theory
does not state: the fact that the subject language is his own, and his
knowledge of how to interpet utterances in his own language.
It is awkward to try to make explicit the assumption that a
mentioned sentence belongs to one's own language. We could try,
for example, '"Es regnet" in Kurt's language is translated as "It is
raining" in mine', but the indexical self-reference is out of place in a
theory that ought to work for any interpreter. If we decide to accept
3

The idea of a translation manual with appropriate empirical constraints as a device
for studying problems in the philosophy of language is, of course, Quine's. This idea
inspired much of my thinking on the present subject, and my proposal is in important
respects very close to Quine's. Since Quine did not intend to answer the questions I have
set, the claim that the method of translation is not adequate as a solution to the problem
of radical interpretation is not a criticism of any doctrine of Quine's.
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this difficulty, there remains the fact that the method of translation
leaves tacit and beyond the reach of theory what we need to know
that allows us to interpret our own language. A theory of translation
must read some sort of structure into sentences, but there is no
reason to expect that it will provide any insight into how the
meanings of sentences depend on their structure.
A satisfactory theory for interpreting the utterances of a language,
our own included, will reveal significant semantic structure: the
interpretation of utterances of complex sentences will systematically
depend on the interpretation of utterances of simpler sentences, for
example. Suppose we were to add to a theory of translation a
satisfactory theory of interpretation for our own language. Then we
would have exactly what we want, but in an unnecessarily bulky
form. The translation manual churns out, for each sentence of the
language to be translated, a sentence of the translator's language;
the theory of interpretation then gives the interpretation of these
familiar sentences. Clearly the reference to the home language is
superfluous; it is an unneeded intermediary between interpretation
and alien idiom. The only expressions a theory of interpretation has
to mention are those belonging to the language to be interpreted.
A theory of interpretation for an object language may then be
viewed as the result of the merger of a structurally revealing theory
of interpretation for a known language, and a system of translation
from the unknown language into the known. The merger makes all
reference to the known language otiose; when this reference is
dropped, what is left is a structurally revealing theory of interpretation for the object language-couched, of course, in familiar
words. We have such theories, I suggest, in theories of truth of the
kind Tarski first showed how to give.4
What characterizes a theory of truth in Tarski's style is that it
entails, for every sentences of the object language, a sentence of the
form:
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s is true (in the object language) if and only if p.
Instances of the form (which we shall call T-sentences) are obtained
by replacing 's' by a canonical description of s, and 'p' by a
translation of s. The important undefined semantical notion in the
theory is that of satisfaction which relates sentences, open or closed,
4
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(…)
I take for granted, however, that nothing should be allowed to obliterate or even blur the
distinction between speaker’s meaning and literal meaning. In order to preserve the
distinction we must, I shall argue, modify certain commonly accepted views about what it
is to ‘know a language’, or about what a natural language is. In particular, we must pry
apart what is literal in language from what is conventional or established.
Here is a preliminary stab at characterizing what I have been calling literal meaning. The
term is too incrusted with philosophical and other extras to do much work, so let me call
what I am interested in first meaning. The concept applies to words and sentences as
uttered by a particular speaker on a particular occasion.
[A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs 253]
(…)
The particular difficulty with which I am concerned in this paper (for there are plenty of
others) can be brought out by stating three plausible principles concerning first meaning
in language: we may label them by saying they require that first meaning be systematic,
shared, and prepared.
1) First meaning is systematic. A competent speaker or interpreter is able to interpret
utterances, his own or those of others, on the basis of the semantic properties of
the parts, or words, in the utterance, and the structure of the utterance. For this to
be possible, there must be systematic relations between the meanings of
utterances.
2) First meanings are shared. For speaker and interpreter to communicate
successfully and regularly, they must share a method of interpretation of the sort
described in (1).
3) First meanings are governed by learned conventions or regularities. The systematic
knowledge or competence of the speaker or interpreter is learned in advance of
occasions of interpretation and is conventional in character.
[A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs 255]
(…)

Perhaps we can give content to the idea of two people ‘having the same language’ by
saying that they tend to converge on passing theories; degree or relative frequency of
convergence would then be a measure of similarity of language. What use can we find,
however, for the concept of a language? We could hold that any theory on which a
speaker and interpreter converge is a language; but then there would be a new language
for every unexpected turn in the conversation, and languages could not be learned and
no one would want to master most of them.
We just made a sort of sense of the idea of two people ‘having the same language’, though
we could not explain what a language is. It is easy to see that the idea of ‘knowing’ a
language will be in the same trouble, as will the project of characterising the abilities or
capacities a person must have if he commands a language. But we might try to say in what
a person’s ability to interpret or speak to another person consists: it is the ability that
permits him to construct a correct, that is, convergent, passing theory for speech
transactions with that person. Again, the concept allows of degrees of application.
This characterization of linguistic ability is so nearly circular that it cannot be wrong: it
comes to saying that the ability to communicate by speech consists in the ability to make
oneself understood, and to understand. It is only when we look at the structure of this
ability that we realize how far we have drifted from standard ideas of language mastery.
For we have discovered no learnable com- mon core of consistent behaviour, no shared
grammar or rules, no portable interpreting machine set to grind out the meaning of an
arbitrary utterance. We may say that linguistic ability is the ability to converge on a
passing theory from time to time—this is what I have suggested, and I have no better
proposal. But if we do say this, then we should realize that we have abandoned not only
the ordinary notion of a language, but we have erased the boundary between knowing a
language and knowing our way around in the world generally. For there are no rules for
arriving at passing theories, no rules in any strict sense, as opposed to rough maxims and
methodological generalities. A passing theory really is like a theory at least in this, that it
is derived by wit, luck, and wisdom from a private vocabulary and grammar, knowledge
of the ways people get their point across, and rules of thumb for figuring out what
deviations from the dictionary are most likely. There is no more chance of regularizing, or
teaching, this process than there is of regularizing or teaching the process of creating new
theories to cope with new data in any field—for that is what this process involves.
The problem we have been grappling with depends on the assumption that
communication by speech requires that speaker and interpreter have learned or
somehow acquired a common method or theory of interpretation—as being able to
operate on the basis of shared conventions, rules, or regularities. The problem arose when
we realized that no method or theory fills this bill. The solution to the problem is clear. In
linguistic communication nothing corresponds to a linguistic competence as often
described: that is, as summarized by principles (1)–(3). The solution is to give up the
principles. Principles (1) and (2) survive when understood in rather unusual ways, but
principle (3) cannot stand, and it is unclear what can take its place. I conclude that there
is no such thing as a language, not if a language is anything like what many philosophers
and linguists have supposed. There is therefore no such thing to be learned, mastered, or
born with. We must give up the idea of a clearly defined shared structure which languageusers acquire and then apply to cases. And we should try again to say how convention in
any important sense is involved in language; or, as I think, we should give up the attempt
to illuminate how we communicate by appeal to conventions.
[A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs 264-5]

