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    Abstract
Donald Davidson is generally supposed to have offered an argument for the principle of compositionality in “Theories of Meaning and Learnable Languages”. Peter Pagin, however, has argued that Davidson offers no such argument. Indeed, Pagin claims that Davidson explicitly rejects any demand that compositionality should be justified and, moreover, claims that the argument in question is unsound. I argue here that the first claim is mistaken and that the latter, though it offers a helpful corrective to the usual interpretation, does not apply to the argument Davidson actually gives. But there is a deep tension in Davidson’s work here, to which Pagin may well be responding, and it is a tension that Davidson himself cannot resolve.
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Does Davidson Argue for Compositionality?

Consider the following remarks from Donald Davidson’s “Theories of Meaning and Learnable Languages” (hereafter, TMLL).1


When we can regard the meaning of each sentence as a function of a finite number of features of the sentence, we have an insight not only into what there is to be learned; we also understand how an infinite aptitude can be encompassed by finite accomplishments. For suppose that a language lacks this feature; then no matter how many sentences a would-be speaker learns to produce and understand, there will remain others whose meanings are not given by the rules already mastered. It is natural to say that such a language is unlearnable. (TMLL, 8)



As this passage is usually read, Davidson is here putting forth the Learnability Argument. Suppose that there are infinitely many sentences of a given language. Suppose, moreover, that it is not the case that “the meaning of each sentence [is] a function of a finite number of features of the sentence”. Then, Davidson claims, the language would be unlearnable: No matter how many “rules” a given speaker had “already mastered”—so long as that number is finite—those rules could not determine the meanings of all the infinitely many sentences of the language. The interest of the argument lies in the fact that human languages are, of course, learned, and such languages do contain infinitely many sentences.2 So we can conclude that, in human languages, the meanings of sentences are a function of finitely many of their features. In practice, Davidson takes himself to have established an even stronger conclusion: that “the meanings of sentences depend upon” and are determined by “the meanings of [the finitely many] words” of which each sentence is composed (T&M, 304) and how they are combined,3 that is, that natural languages are compositional.

This reading of the Disputed Passage has been questioned by Peter Pagin, on two main grounds. First, Pagin (2019, 85–87) takes Davidson himself to have rejected this interpretation of the Passage. Second, Pagin (2019, 85) takes the Learnability Argument to be a bad one, depending upon an unjustified premise—or, at least, one Davidson cannot justify—and drawing an unwarranted conclusion. So it is more charitable to interpret the Disputed Passage as not proffering the Learnability Argument.

I will be arguing here that both claims are mistaken. Regarding the first, Davidson does not say that he never argued for compositionality. What he rejects is Pagin’s interpretation of how he argues for compositionality. Regarding the second claim, the premise in question is not unjustified, and a weaker premise will do, anyway. And it is only the stronger conclusion mentioned above—that learnable languages with infinitely many sentences must be compositional—that is unwarranted, not the conclusion Davidson actually draws in TMLL. Nonetheless, Pagin is right that there is a deep tension in Davidson’s work here, and I’ll argue in the last section that it is one Davidson himself cannot resolve.






I will use the following abbreviations in citing Davidson’s work: TMLL, for “Theories of Meaning and Learnable Languages” (Davidson 1984c), which was originally published in 1965; T&M, for “Truth and Meaning” (Davidson 1967); RI, for “Radical Interpretation” (Davidson 1973); RP, for “Reply to Pagin” (Davidson 1999).



If one takes the language I have acquired to be English, then one might worry, as some of my students sometimes do, that Davidson is committed to the view that, at some point, one has acquired the whole of English, and that is not very plausible. (There are many English words that I do not understand.) But Davidson is not committed to that view. All that matters is that, at some point, my language—my idiolect, if you like—should comprise infinitely many sentences.



I’ll tend to omit reference to the mode of composition, for ease of exposition.
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1 Davidson on Davidson

In a paper delivered at a conference on Davidson’s work, Pagin (1999) argued that the principle of compositionality is not justifiable from the standpoint of a ‘radical interpreter’. Introduced in a paper so-titled, radical interpretation is Davidson’s adaptation of W. V. O. Quine’s ‘radical translation’. The explicit goal of “Radical Interpretation” (RI) is to answer the question: What knowledge could someone have that would put them in a position to ‘interpret’ utterances in a given language? And how could they come to have such knowledge? (RI, 313) Davidson argues that such knowledge may take the form of a theory of truth for the language, in the style of Alfred Tarski (1956), and that knowledge of a theory of truth could be acquired by, and adequately justified by, someone who had no prior understanding of the language.

The details of that argument need not concern us.1 However, it is important to recognize that Davidson’s ultimate target is really the question: What is it—what does it consist in—for the sentences of a language to mean what they do? Davidson had said little about this question in earlier work. He had argued, in “Truth and Meaning” (T&M), that a ‘theory of meaning’ for a natural language can and should take the form of a theory of truth. And so, in the special case in which “the language for which truth is being characterized is part of the language used and understood by the characterizer”, testing the theory is supposed to be easy (T&M, 311). The outputs of such a theory will be such T-sentences as:


	“Snow is white” is true iff snow is white.



and there isn’t much question whether (1) itself is true.2 In the general case, in which the object-language and meta-language are distinct, Davidson notes that “the empirical test of the correctness of the theory will no longer be trivial”, but he doesn’t really tell us how it could be tested (or justified), simply gesturing in the direction of Quine (T&M, 312). It is in RI that Davidson addresses this question properly, building upon but substantially modifying Quine’s approach. The basic thought is that a theory of truth for a language will be correct when knowledge of that theory would suffice to allow someone to interpret speakers of the language: If the theory meets that condition, it must contain (in one form or another) all the information about meaning that one might need to speak the language.

What makes Davidson’s task especially difficult is the fact that not every theory of truth whose axioms (and so theorems) are true will enable interpretation. This is the lesson of the so-called Foster problem, a version of which Davidson raises himself in T&M (311–12). Consider, for example:


	“Snow is white” is true iff snow is white and the product of two odd numbers is odd.



As John Foster (1976, sec. II) observes, such a T-sentence is not only true but can be generated from a compositional theory of meaning whose axioms (and so theorems) are all true.3 But “Snow is white” does not mean that snow is white and some claim about number theory: If you interpreted speakers who uttered “Snow is white” as saying something about odd numbers, you would go very wrong (Higginbotham 1992, 9–10). Davidson’s solution to this problem is to argue that any theory of truth that is verifiable by a radical interpreter will be usable for interpretation. So he needs to argue (i) that at least one correct theory of truth can indeed “be verified by appeal to evidence available before interpretation has begun” (RI, 321) and (ii) that any theory so verifiable will make (successful) interpretation possible.4

Davidson emphasizes that he is not asking “the question what we do know that enables us to interpret the words of others”. Nor is he interested in “the actual history of language acquisition” (RI, 313). We can now see why not. Radical interpretation is a thought experiment that dresses a metaphysical question in epistemological clothing. The real question in which Davidson is interested is: In what does it consist that a given theory of truth for a particular language is not only correct but ‘interpretive’?5 He dramatizes this question by asking how a ‘radical interpreter’—someone who had no antecedent understanding of the language—could come to know such a theory. What Davidson is ultimately claiming is thus that the facts that would form the evidential basis of a hypothetical radical interpreter’s knowledge of a theory of truth are also the metaphysical basis of the semantic facts that such an interpreter thereby knows,6 i.e., of such facts as that


	“La neige est blanche” is true iff snow is white.



What is especially notable, for our purposes, is that Davidson does not argue here that the radical interpreter’s linguistic knowledge must take the form of a theory of truth. Rather, his main goal is to argue that knowledge of an appropriately justified theory of truth is sufficient for interpretation (RI, 325–27), so that a theory of truth can ‘serve as’ a theory of meaning.

Let us return, then, to Pagin. As said above, Pagin argues that Davidson’s radical interpreter cannot justify the claim that the language they seek to interpret requires a compositional semantics, at least not before they set out to interpret it. In particular, they cannot simply rehearse the Learnability Argument. To do so, they would have to know that the language was “infinitely rich”: not just that the language contained infinitely many sentences but that the meanings of those sentences were infinitely various; it is easy to learn a language with infinitely many sentences if they all mean the same thing (Pagin 2019, 84). But, to know whether the target language is infinitely rich, the radical interpreter would have to know quite a bit about what the sentences of the language mean. But they cannot have any such knowledge in advance of interpretation. Nor, Pagin argues, can compositionality be derived from general principles governing radical interpretation, such as the principle of charity.7

Pagin (2019, 78) claims that Davidson, in his written reply, “explicitly reject[s] the demand for justification of compositionality”. But Pagin does not tell us where Davidson makes this remarkable claim, and I cannot see that he does so. Davidson does say this:


…I view it as given that any theory of meaning is compositional, and then, and only then, ask how we can tell that a speaker is speaking in accord with a specific compositional theory. It is only at this point that radical interpretation has a role to play. (RP, 74)



But the claim here is not that compositionality does not need to be justified at all, only that it does not have to be justifed from the standpoint of the radical interpreter. Davidson is thus simply conceding Pagin’s central claim, saying that he “can’t grasp the point of” it. The point of radical interpretation, as we saw, is to show that knowledge of an appropriately justified compositional theory of truth will suffice for interpretation. If so, there is no reason that the radical interpreter needs to be able to justify the claim that the target language is compositional in advance of interpretation. But it simply doesn’t follow that Davidson himself does not need, and want, to justify the claim that natural languages are compositional.

Indeed, in this same reply, Davidson tells us precisely how he proposes to justify compositionality, writing: “I assume (on the basis of learnability, creativity and common sense) that any successful interpretation of an utterance must fit that utterance into a compositional scheme” (RP, 74).8 Note the explicit mention of learnability. By “creativity”, I take Davidson to mean what is usually meant by that term in this sort of context: the ability of speakers to use and understand ‘novel’ sentences, ones they have not previously encountered. So Davidson proposes to justify compositionality just as the usual interpretation of the Disputed Passage suggests.

There is other textual evidence, as well. T&M begins with the following remarks:


It is conceded by most philosophers of language…that a satisfactory theory of meaning must give an account of how the meanings of sentences depend upon the meanings of words. Unless such an account could be supplied for a particular language, it is argued, there would be no explaining the fact that we can learn the language: no explaining the fact that, on mastering a finite vocabulary and a finitely stated set of rules, we are prepared to produce and to understand any of a potential infinitude of sentences. I do not dispute these vague claims,9 in which I sense more than a kernel of truth. (T&M, 304)



Davidson certainly seems to be suggesting that one can argue for compositionality on the ground that we cannot explain the learnability of natural languages unless we assume they are compositional. This is even more explicit in a footnote attached to the last sentence, where he writes: “Elsewhere I have urged that it is a necessary condition, if a language is to be learnable, that it have only a finite number of semantical primitives: see [TMLL]”.10 That is what the usual interpretation would lead you to expect: TMLL is where Davidson gives us a refined version of the argument for compositionality that he has just sketched. Moreover, the way Davidson summarizes the conclusion of that argument is precisely how the usual interpretation reads TMLL: “[I]f a language is to be learnable, …it [must] have only a finite number of semantical primitives…”. That is: Learnability requires compositionality (or something in that vicinity—see §3).

That said, the formulation in T&M brings out a feature of the Learnability Argument that the formulation in TMLL does not: It is abductive, an inference to the best explanation.11 What Davidson is claiming, in the first instance, is that any (remotely plausible) explanation of how Polish, say, can be learned will necessarily incorporate and depend upon the claim that the meanings of Polish sentences are determined by the meanings of Polish words, etc. If so, then the conclusion that meaning in Polish really is so determined—that Polish really does have a compositional semantics—follows by inference to the best (or only) explanation. As we shall see in §4, however, Davidson’s offering an abductive argument for compositionality brings with it certain empirical commitments that he does not always acknowledge and of which he sometimes seems unaware.

What is Pagin’s alternative? His suggestion is that Davidson is simply assuming that natural languages are compositional, and then arguing that semantic theories should aim to show us precisely how the meanings of sentences are determined by the meanings of their parts. But I wholeheartedly agree that Davidson wants to re-orient the ‘theory of meaning’ in this way. Pagin is absolutely right to remind us that Davidson is working hard in both TMLL and T&M to get students of language to take the mentioned question seriously: How exactly do the meanings of words determine the meanings of sentences? The central question of T&M (304) is, after all, “what it is for a theory to give an account of the kind adumbrated” in the passage quoted above: that is, what compositionality really amounts to, and what it actually demands of a ‘theory of meaning’. So the only disagreement between me and Pagin is whether Davidson assumes compositionality without argument or actually offers an argument for it. What I have shown in this section is that Pagin’s first reason for denying that Davidson does argue for compositionality—that he explicitly says he doesn’t—is mistaken and that the textual evidence in favor of the usual interpretation of TMLL is all but conclusive.12

That said, Pagin has other reasons to deny that Davidson argues for compositionality. We’ll consider them in the next two sections.






For discussion of the details, and defense of the interpretation that follows, see Heck (2007, sec. 2). I also there address the question what exactly it is to ‘use’ a theory of truth to ‘interpret’.



The problem, as Davidson says, “is to get a theory that comes close to working” (T&M, 311). It’s one of the ironies of work in this area that, despite the ubiquity of (1) as an example, there is not much agreement about how to formulate a compositional theory that will yield it. That is, we do not have a widely accepted semantics for mass terms.



Assuming, that is, that (1) itself can be. The idea is simply to replace the clause for “is white” with something like: “is white” is true of x iff x is white and the product of two odd numbers is odd.



Soames (1988, 1992) extends Foster’s arguments in an attempt to show that no theory of truth can be used to interpret, no matter how well it has been verified, or on what basis. See Higginbotham (1992) and Heck (2007) for replies.



That is, one that yields not only T-sentences that are true but ones that can be used to interpret.



On Davidson’s account, these more basic facts concern what sentences speakers of the language ‘hold true’ under what circumstances, e.g., that the sentence “It is raining” tends to be held true when it is raining (RI, 322–24). (Of course, matters are more complicated.) So semantic facts are, according to Davidson, constituted by (or grounded in, or what have you) facts about what is held true when.



This last point should be obvious. There is no reason that radical interpretation cannot be applied to a language with finitely many unstructured sentences. Davidson may seem to suggest otherwise: “A satisfactory theory for interpreting the utterances of any language, including our own, will reveal significant semantic structure…” (RI, 317, emphasis added). But the more charitable reading is that Davidson is simply not interested in the exceptions: The languages in which he is interested are human languages, and human languages are infinitely rich.



Again, this is presumably restricted to natural human languages, or something of the sort. See note 10.



What is “vague” about these claims? I suspect Davidson has in mind the references to ‘meaning’, since one of the central claims of T&M is that the notion of meaning need not actually figure in the theory of meaning—and a good thing too, since that notion is not theoretically tractable (310–1).



This remark is not contained in the reprint in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation but is replaced simply by “See Essay 1”, a cross-reference to TMLL.



This is how the Learnability Argument is generally understood nowadays. Indeed, Pagin (2019, 77) himself mentions such a formulation. See also note 33.



Thanks to an anonymous referee for encouraging the clarifications in the last two paragraphs.
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2 Infinite Aptitude

One might respond that the foregoing misses Pagin’s point. The question, it might be said, was not whether the radical interpreter could justify the assumption that the target language was compositional before even beginning to interpret it. The question, rather, is whether a radical interpreter can ever justify the claim that the target language is compositional—that is, justify preferring a compositional theory to a non-compositional one. After all, only finitely many sentences of the language have ever been used, or ever will be. A non-compositional theory that gave the meanings of those sentences would be easy enough to formulate. How, then, without already knowing that the language is compositional, could the radical interpreter justify the claim that the target language is infinitely rich and so requires a compositional theory?

This issue has a history.

Although this is hard to document, my sense is that it was widely recognized, from the very beginning, that the assumption that the language has infinitely many sentences is stronger than is required for the Learnability Argument.1 Clearly, a very large finite number would do, at least if we are interested in human languages. Nonetheless, the first really explicit discussion of this issue of which I am aware, at least in the philosophical literature, is the exchange between Crispin Wright (1981) and Gareth Evans (1981), wherein Evans argues in detail not only that the assumption of infinite richness is not required but that not even a large finite number of sentences is required. Evans imagines a community that speaks a language with ten one-place predicates and ten names, and so one hundred sentences, and asks what kind of evidence we might have that the speakers of this language have a compositional understanding of it. His answer is that it will suffice if there are certain patterns of acquisition and loss to be found among the speakers. Speakers who are explicitly taught the meanings of “Fa” and “Gb” might routinely be able to understand “Fb” and “Ga” without further instruction. And, should they forget what “Fa” means, we might find that they have also forgotten what “Fb” or “Ga” means. Martin Davies (1987) adds, in a similar spirit, that, if what they mean by “Fa” changes, there might be corresponding changes in what “Fb” or “Ga” means. Such observable facts would not of course prove that the language had a compositional semantics, but proof is not to be expected here. Semantics is an empirical discipline.

Evans and Davies are concerned with the question how one might justify the claim that speakers of a language actually do have a compositional understanding of it. Davidson’s question in RI is, by contrast, hypothetical: What could one know…? Nonetheless, the sort of evidence that Evans and Davies bring to our attention is of a sort that would be available to a radical interpreter: Surely they can recognize the patterns of acquisition and loss that Evans highlights. One might worry that Davies’s sort of evidence is different, since that involves recognizing a change of meaning. But Davidson’s approach to radical interpretation is holistic: To think that everything had to be justified in advance would be to saddle him with a sort of foundationalism of which he wants no part. And there is no reason a radical interpreter cannot recognize that, if the theory of truth that used to work so well has stopped working for “Fa”, then it will also have stopped working for “Fb” or “Ga”.2

It is thus—as is by now almost universally appreciated—‘creativity’ that is really central to the Learnability Argument.3 The assumption that the language is infinitely rich is used only to justify the intermediate claim that there will always be sentences that a speaker has not previously encountered, and so that have not been explicitly learned, and yet which they can understand, and so whose meanings must be deducible from the meanings of sentences already learned (via facts about the meanings of their common parts). Whether any natural language contains infinitely many sentences, and in what sense, is thus irrelevant. All that matters is that, as a matter of empirical fact, speakers of Polish routinely encounter, and successfully interpret, sentences they have not previously heard. That is enough to motivate the claim that, whatever the correct theory of meaning for Polish might be, it needs to be compositional (though see the next section). Then, just as Davidson says, radical interpretation can be used to answer the question which compositional theory is ‘interpretive’ for Polish—or, better, what it is for that to be the compositional theory that is ‘interpretive’.






Frege’s famous remarks at the beginning of “Compound Thoughts” (Frege 1984), which Pagin cites, concern the ability of speakers to use and understand novel sentences. The same is true of Wittgenstein’s remarks in the Tractatus (e.g. Wittgenstein 1961, sec. 4.027). It is true that Frege’s remarks do not explicitly commit him to the claim that novel sentences already have definite meanings before being used and understood. But what better evidence could we have that a novel sentence already had a definite meaning than that competent speakers exposed to that sentence spontaneously understand it as having that meaning?



It is worth remembering, too, that the radical interpreter can be assumed to have access to all possible evidence that might be available. It’s a thought experiment, not a practical suggestion.



Evans (1981, 122–23) blames Chomsky’s writings for unnamed people’s confusing ‘creativity’ with ‘unboundedness’. But creativity is what is really emphasized by Chomsky.
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3 Compositionality vs Computability

Pagin also objects that the usual interpretation of the Disputed Passage takes Davidson to draw a conclusion that the Learnability Argument simply does not justify. In particular, the Argument is supposed to justify, or at least motivate, the principle of compositionality. In fact, however, it can only justify the related but different claim that the language has a (feasibly) computable semantics.

To see the contrast, consider the following toy example. Fix a Gödel numbering for the formal language of arithmetic.1 Now define a language 𝒢 as follows. Let the sentences be decimal numerals, and let each such numeral be synonymous with the sentence of the language of arithmetic whose Gödel number it denotes. Thus, if the Gödel number of “0 = 0” is 3067, the sentence of 𝒢 written “3067” means that 0 = 0. (Numerals that do not denote Gödel numbers of sentences are not sentences of 𝒢.) Now, as it happens, 𝒢 does have a compositional semantics, since it can be proven that every language has a compositional semantics, no matter what one supposes its syntax to be (Zadrozny 1994). But our understanding of 𝒢 (if filled out using some particular Gödel numbering) is not compositional. The offered explanation of what the sentences of 𝒢 mean does put us in a position to understand such sentences as “3067”: Simply determine which sentence of the language of arithmetic has the Gödel number 3067 and then exploit your knowledge of what that sentence means. But there is no sense in which we understand the sentence “3067” by knowing the meanings of its parts and the significance of how they are put together. It is far from clear that “3067”, as we understand it, even has parts that are independently meaningful.

The offered semantics of 𝒢 is thus computable (I told you how to compute it), but not compositional. And yet 𝒢 has infinitely many sentences, and is learnable (since you just learned it).

For a more realistic example, consider words like “Kantian”. Several years ago, someone sent me a paper that contained the ugly word “Heckian”. Although I’d never encountered that word before, and hope never to encounter it again, I knew immediately what it meant: The suffix “-ian” is productive. But it is an entirely different question whether the meaning of such words is generated compositionally. It is obvious enough that words like “Kantian” have parts in some sense. But it isn’t at all obvious that the notion of ‘part’ that is in play here is the same notion of ‘part’ that one usually has in mind when discussing compositionality. In particular, and so far as I know, there is no reason to suspect that there is syntactic structure hidden within words like “Kantian”, in the sense that there is syntactic structure in words like “climbed” (the root and the tense). On the contrary, the contrast between these three sentences


	Alex said that the argument was due to Dummetti, but hei said that hei wanted no part of it.


	Alex said that the argument was Dummett’s, but he said that he wanted no part of it.


	Alex said that the argument was Dummettian, but he said that he wanted no part of it.




suggests that there is no syntactic structure present in the word “Dummettian”. To my ear, at least, the binding indicated in (4) is readily available in (5) but utterly unavailable in (6). One possible explanation of these data is that the word “Dummett” occurs in (5)—the possessive is relevant syntactic structure—but not in (6).2

In this case, it isn’t that the meaning of “Kantian”, say, doesn’t depend upon the meanings of its parts. It certainly does. It’s that the relevant notion of ‘part’ may be morphological, not syntactic, and compositionality, as usually formulated, concerns how meaning depends upon syntactic structure.

An even better example is one that is discussed by Davidson himself in TMLL (9–11).3 Quotation poses a difficulty, Davidson says, because each of us understands infinitely many quote-names: one for each sentence of our language (and many more). If so, however, learnability considerations would seem to imply that quote-names cannot be unstructured expressions. Elsewhere, Davidson (1979) argues that quotation marks function as a demonstrative, ‘pointing’, on any given occasion of use, to the sentence contained within them.

In fact, however, there is a very simple alternative that Davidson mentions but dismisses far too quickly. The theory is that a quote-name denotes the expression between the quotes. Davidson cites Quine and Tarski as having said precisely this but then insists that their formulations “do not provide even the kernel of a theory in the required sense…” (TMLL, 9). But why not? Such a rule can easily be incorporated directly into a theory of truth:4


	For every string σ, “ ‘ ” ⌢ σ ⌢ “ ’ ” denotes σ.



That says, precisely, that a quote-name is a name of what appears between the quotes. This theory certainly is not compositional. Nothing about the meaning of the parts is so much as mentioned. The meaning of the quoted string, should it have one, is irrelevant, since it need not have any meaning. Nor do the quotation marks have any independent meaning.

Much of the discussion of quotation has focused upon the problems posed by so-called mixed quotation, as in:5


	Bill said that he was “leaving on a jet plane”.



What makes such cases tricky is that the words “leaving on a jet plane” are both used and mentioned: If they were not used, the sentence would not be grammatical. A great deal of effort has been expended attempting to develop a compositional treatment of such constructions. But why should we suppose that there is a compositional treatment to be had? It is one lesson of the present discussion that the Learnability Argument, by itself, cannot require us to give one. Instead, we can simply observe that quotation marks are used in mixed quotation to signal that the words quoted were previously used by someone else.6 That rule is sufficient to explain the productivity of mixed quotation, and it is simple enough to explain the ease with which speakers acquire it. So far as I can see, in fact, quotation marks are used in an entirely ad hoc manner within ordinary language,7 whatever the practice of logicians.

Now, is this a problem for the usual reading of the Disputed Passage? The problem is supposed to be that Davidson draws too strong a conclusion: that an infinitely rich, learnable language must have a compositional semantics, when he was only entitled to the conclusion that it has a computable semantics. But first, as the example just mentioned illustrates, Davidson would hardly be the only one to have made that mistake. Plenty of authors seem to think there simply has to be a compositional treatment of mixed quotation, and the reason is that they wrongly think that the Learnability Argument, or something of the sort, demands one. But Davidson himself does not make this mistake—not in TMLL, at least—and his discussion of quotation makes this plain.

The conclusion Davidson explicitly draws in TMLL is that a learnable language must have a finite number of “semantic primitives”. As Davidson defines the notion, an expression is a ‘semantic primitive’ if “the rules which give the meaning for the sentences in which it does not appear do not suffice to determine the meaning of the sentences in which it does appear” (TMLL, 9). So the question is: Are quote-names, understood as above, semantic primitives?8 They are not. Consider the quote-name: “leaving on a jet plane”. What rules are needed to give the meanings of sentences not containing this expression? Well, those rules will still need to give the meanings of sentences containing other quote-names, such as: “going to California with an aching in my heart”. So the rules will include (7) and the remark about mixed quotation. And those rules do, of course, also give the meanings of sentences containing: “leaving on a jet plane”. So quote-names are not semantic primitives, in Davidson’s sense, even on the non-compositional theory sketched above. So that theory is not incompatible with the Learnability Argument as Davidson presents it in TMLL. So the conclusion of the argument, as Davidson formulates it, does not imply compositionality.9

Indeed, after canvassing a number of possible treatments of quotation, Davidson considers one due to Quine, which involves a translation between ordinary quotation and a system for naming expressions through spelling. Roughly, “ ‘mend’ ” becomes something like: em⌢ee⌢en⌢dee. One might object to this account on various grounds, as Davidson (1979, 33ff.) later does. For present purposes, what matters is that Davidson does not object to it on the ground that it would make a language containing quote-names unlearnable. He writes:


On such a theory, there [are not] an infinite number of semantical primitives, in spite of the fact that quotations cannot be shown to contain parts with independent semantical roles. If we accept a theory of this kind, we are forced to allow a species of structure that may not deserve to be called ‘logical’.... (TMLL, 11, emphasis added)



Davidson here clearly recognizes that the Learnability Argument cannot, by itself, show that the sentences of an infinitely rich language exhibit ‘logical’ structure. Unless they had some kind of structure, no finite system of ‘rules’ for determining their meaning could ever get a grip on them. But if the structure need not be ‘logical’—syntactic, I take it—then the theory that gives the meanings of expressions so structured need not be compositional.10

Pagin’s (2019, 85) claim that Davidson “does not make the distinction between compositional and computable semantics” is therefore misleading. He does not make the distinction in those terms, but he does make some such distinction in his discussion of Quine. Nonetheless, Pagin is correct that the usual interpretation of the Disputed Passage is mistaken: Davidson does not take the Learnability Argument to show that natural languages must have a compositional semantics, only that they must have a finitely statable one.11 If you want to motivate compositionality, you have to deploy additional resources.

So, does Davidson have an argument for compositionality? In remarks cited earlier, he says that he assumes the principle “on the basis of learnability, creativity and common sense” (RP, 74). Creativity and learnability do not suffice, as Davidson recognized in TMLL. It may well be that he lost sight of this point somewhere along the way. If so, however, he is, as already noted, hardly the only one to have done so. And perhaps common sense will do: There must be some sense in which words have meaning, and in which one can learn their meanings—there are, after all, dictionaries—and learning the meaning of a word obviously does put one in a position to understand indefinitely many sentences in which that word occurs.12 One explanation of how that happens is that the meanings of words make a regular contribution to the meanings of sentences in which they occur, and, as competent speakers, we know how to determine the meaning of a sentence from the meanings of its parts. That is, presumably, not the only possible explanation. But, if Davidson thought there were not any serious competitors, that would be a reason to assume compositionality.






That is: the first-order language with non-logical symbols “0”, “S”, “+”, and “×”.



The failure of anaphora does not imply that “Dummett” is not a constituent of (5). There are other possible explanations of the failure. Thanks to Heidi Harley and Robert May for explaining to me what they are. My point, however, is simply that productivity, creativity, etc., do not by themselves establish that “Dummett” is a syntactic constituent of “Dummettian”.



Some of the ideas about quotation expressed here are similar to those expressed by Richard (1986), but my own views developed independently.



Here, the frown denotes the operation of concatenation. An equivalent formulation, using corner quotes, is: For every string σ, ⌜‘σ’⌝ denotes σ.



There are also problems about embedded quotation: quotes that include quotes (Boolos 1998). But those can be handled in various ways.



Possibly in translation. And, in indirect speech, the words do not have to have been used by the person being indirectly quoted. In the example above, the words are the title to a song by John Denver.



I put the point this way because it is not clear to me that quotation is a phenomenon of natural language at all. (For what it’s worth, I’ve asked a handful of linguists whether they agree, and most of them have nodded approvingly.) But if it is not, then our theory of quotation need not fit smoothly into a general theory of natural language: If quotation were simply a human invention, then quotation could violate principles of universal grammar, just as formal languages do.



Exercise: Are decimal numerals semantic primitives in 𝒢?



Another example would be the Tarski hierarchy through all the finite ordinals. The infinitely many truth-predicates are not semantic primitives in Davidson’s sense, even though they do not have any ‘logical’ structure. (Thanks here to Oliver Marshall.)



What also seems to follow is that the term “semantical primitive” is misleading, since one would have supposed that semantical primitives are “parts with independent semantical roles”.



The second footnote in the original version of RI reads:


At one time I was convinced that unless such a finitely characterized theory could be provided for a language, the language could not be learned by a creature with finite powers. [Cites TMLL.] This still seems to me likely to be right, but Georg Kreisel has made me realize that the point is not obvious.



The footnote is attached to the remark: “If we are to state explicitly what the interpreter might know that would enable him to [interpret], we must put it in finite form” (RI, 315). This footnote is not included in the reprint in Inquiries Into Truth and Interpretation. Presumably, Davidson decided that he was right, after all: Learnability does imply ‘finite characterizability’. (Note that this also reinforces the claims made in §1.)



There is also the phenomenon of ‘learning words from context’, as when one reads a sentence containing an unfamiliar word and then figures out what it means. As it happens, there is a good deal of research on this, which seems to be a large part of what fuels the explosive vocabulary acquisition in the early school years. See, e.g., Beck and McKeown (1996) and Kuhn and Stahl (1998). I discuss the bearing of this phenomenon on compositionality elsewhere (Heck 2025, sec. 2.3).
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4 The Tension in Davidson

Nonetheless, there is a tension between the way Davidson motivates compositionality and the way he describes radical interpretation. It may well be this tension that is bothering Pagin.

On the one hand, both the Learnability Argument and Davidson’s appeal to common sense are empirical arguments. They proceed, that is to say, from empirical facts about human language-use. On the other hand, Davidson insists in RI that the question in which he is interested is “doubly hypothetical”: What could one know that would suffice for interpretation? And how could one come to know it? Davidson remarks that “it is not altogether obvious that there is anything we actually know which plays an essential role in interpretation” (RI, 313). And in his “Reply to Foster”, he adds that he is not interested in questions about “the special competence of a speaker, if any” (Davidson 1984b, 171). Together, these remarks strongly suggest that Davidson would be skeptical of any claim to the effect that actual speakers must, in any sense, know compositional theories of meaning for their native languages, or that semantics has anything to do with cognitive psychology.1

But Davidson cannot have it both ways.2 The key move in the Learnability Argument—I’ll focus on it—is: “[N]o matter how many sentences a would-be speaker learns to produce and understand, there will remain others whose meanings are not given by the rules already mastered” (TMLL, 8). So, the thought is, there must be some finite set of rules that will determine the meanings of all the infinitely many sentences of the language. Why? Because, otherwise, no matter how many “rules” the would-be speaker had learned, there would be sentences whose meanings were not determined by those rules, and it would be impossible ever to learn the whole language. But what if this is not, in fact, how native speakers of Polish come to have an ‘infinite aptitude’? What if they do not actually master a finite set of rules? Then we would lose all reason to think that there has to be any such finite set of rules. If actual speakers do not acquire their ‘infinite aptitude’ by mastering such rules, then there must be some way of acquiring (and possessing) such an aptitude that doesn’t involve learning (or knowing) rules at all. But then the Learnability Argument collapses.

To put it differently, the Learnability Argument is, as we saw above, abductive: an inference to the best explanation.3 It will motivate the prin­ciple of compositionality—or weaker such principles—only if there are no better explanations of learnability to be had. But compositionality cannot possibly be (part of) the best explanation of learnability unless it is (part of) an explanation of learnability. That is: The structure of the Learnability Argument requires the compositionality of Polish to contribute essentially to the explanation of the fact that Polish can be learned. But no answer to the question what we could know can contribute to an explanation of our actual linguistic abilities unless what we could know is, in some sense, what we do know. Again: If Agnieszka has learned to speak Polish without, in any sense, learning a compositional semantics for it, why must there be one? But if Agnieszka has learned such a theory, then the correct theory of truth for her language is the one she actually knows (tacitly, presumably), and radical interpretation has no role to play. What makes the theory correct is simply the fact that it is the one, by and large, that Polish speakers use to interpret one another.4

Interestingly enough, Davidson seems, at one point, clearly to recognize the psychological implications of the Learnability Argument. Here is what imme­diately follows the Disputed Passage:


This argument depends, of course, on a number of empirical assumptions: for example, that we do not at some point suddenly acquire an ability to intuit the meanings of sentences on no rule at all; that each new item of vocabulary, or new grammatical rule, takes some finite time to be learned; that man is mortal. (TMLL, 8–9)



The first ‘assumption’, in particular, concerns how actual human speakers actually determine the meanings of sentences. If we determine the meanings of novel sentences by “no rule at all”, then Davidson’s argument fails. Why? Because that would show that it is possible to determine the meaning of a sentence without deriving it from “a finite number of [its] features” (since that is how we actually do it, and since what’s actual is also possible). It may be true that, if a language lacks a finitely statable semantics, then there will always be sentences “whose meanings are not given by the [finitely many] rules already mastered”. But that will not impress someone who simply denies that the meanings of all those sentences need to be given by rules in order for them to be understood.

Views of this kind were, in fact, quite common at the time Davidson was writing, as he would have been well aware.5 Unfortunately, his use of the term “intuit”—when he writes that “we do not…intuit the meanings of sentences”—parodies these alternatives and thereby obscures what he is actually claiming. To take one especially salient example, Quine was well aware that sentences cannot, in general, be “learned as wholes”, but he thinks there is no mystery about how ‘novel’ sentences are interpreted: through a process of “analogical synthesis”. This sort of claim was so common, in fact, that Quine does not even think he needs to argue for it: “It is evident”, he tells us, “how new sentences may be built from old materials and volunteered on appropriate occasions simply by virtue of the analogies” (Quine 1960, 8).6 To make Quine’s view a bit more concrete, the idea is that we master propositional attitude ascriptions, say, by first learning (as wholes) a few sentences that exhibit the construction and then interpreting new ones ‘by analogy’ with the old ones.7

And if that kind of story is right, then Quine has an easy answer to Davidson’s objection that his non-compositional account of belief-sentences makes them unlearnable (TMLL, 13–14): Quine simply rejects one of the empirical premises of Davidson’s argument. We learn to use infinitely many belief-sentences not by learning some finitely statable semantics for them but simply ‘by analogy’ with ones learned as wholes; call that “intuition” if you like. More generally: If Quine’s story about language acquisition is right, then we have no reason to think that there is a finitely statable (let alone compositional) semantics for belief-sentences. Once again: If we do not need to learn (and know) such a semantics to speak our native language, why should there have to be one?

To be clear, I am not suggesting that Quine’s view is worth resurrecting: Following Noam Chomsky, I take the appeal to analogy to be completely empty.8 My point is simply that Davidson must have known that Quine, and others, had already offered an account of learnability very different from his. What I am suggesting is simply that, when Davidson mentions the “empirical assumptions” made by the Learnability Argument, he is alluding to the then-extant alternatives and telling us that the Argument as he formulates it presupposes that they are not viable. That is precisely what one would expect if Davidson were, as I’ve suggested, offering an abductive argument for compositionality (or for finite characterizability).

Note, however, that it also follows that Davidson cannot consistently endorse the Learnability Argument without also committing himself to claims about the psychological basis of human semantic competence. And it gets worse: Without accepting such commitments, he cannot even make the applications of the Argument that he wants to make, e.g., to rule out Quine’s theory of belief-sentences. The position articulated at the outset of “Radical Interpretation”, which attempts to maintain neutrality about empirical questions about linguistic competence, is simply not available to Davidson—or to anyone else who offers learnability and creativity as motivations for the thesis that human first languages are compositional. Such considerations motivate compositionality only if one regards it as a thesis about the psychological basis of human linguistic capacities.
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See Lepore and Ludwig (2005, sec. 9.1) for detailed discussion of this aspect of Davidson’s views.



The main point that follows is also made by Wright (1993, 206). I take it to be at least implicit in many of Dummett’s writings about such matters, as well.



Larson and Segal (1995, sec. 1.2.1) present a very clear version of this argument, with an explicitly psychological conclusion. They summarize it as follows: “The hypothesis that we know a set of compositional semantic rules and principles is a highly attractive one having a great deal of explanatory power.” Emphasis added.



The criticisms that Antony (1997) makes of Quine also apply to Davidson. Her basic point is that the conditions under which human languages are actually acquired may be essential: It may not be possible for an arbitrary rational agent to verify a theory of truth for a human language; and, even if they can do so, that may not tell us anything about what makes the theory correct.



This also seems to be the sort of view Wright (1981, 1989, 1993) has in mind when he worries that Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations may be in tension with the ‘central project of theoretical linguistics’.



See Chomsky (1966, 12ff.) for citations of linguists from that era who made similar claims. Skinner also appealed to analogy in Verbal Behavior, as Chomsky (1959, 47) notes in his famous review.



I will not pursue the point here, but a similar view seems to be popular among some enthusiasts for Large Language Models. One might think that LLMs do, in some sense, learn to speak English, but it is far from clear that they do so by mastering a compositional semantics. Might we, then, learn language the way LLMs do? If so, that could undermine our reasons for thinking natural languages have a compositional semantics. (To be clear, I am not endorsing this argument: There are several stations where one might want to get off that train.)



See e.g. Chomsky (1986, 7–13), among many other places that he makes this kind of argument.