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Chapter 3
Davidson’s malapropisms

[W]e 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
Donald Davidson

In this chapter, a standard objection by Davidson is the topic. Fa-
mously, Davidson argued against linguistic conventions on the basis of a
phenomenon called “malapropisms”.1 The argument is part of his article
A nice derangement of epitaphs, which continues the line of attack of his
earlier article Communication and convention.2 In the article, Davidson
pursues two goals: he argues against conventionalists and he develops his
alternative account. For the purposes of this chapter, I limit myself to a
discussion of what I take to be Davidson’s argument. Only in passing will
I mention his positive account. Moreover, I won’t discuss Davidson’s argu-
ment from novel expressions (a hearer can understand novel expressions).
But, there is an immediate problem: Davidson has never given a concise
statement of what he takes to be his main argument.

Unsurprisingly, what has been concluded from Davidson’s writing also
varies. Some recent examples are Kemmerling (1993), Reimer (2004), Tiel-

1Davidson doesn’t distinguish conventions from social norms as I do but his points apply
equally to social norms. To streamline the discussion, I won’t talk about social norms in
this chapter. One should understand the points about conventions here as points about
stable uses (i.e. conventions, social norms, and normative conventions) in general.

2See Davidson (2005) and Davidson (2001), respectively. Within this chapter, references
by page alone refer to (Davidson 2005).
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72 Chapter 3. Davidson’s malapropisms

mann (2005), Horowitz (2007), and Lepore and Ludwig (2007). Of the six
mentioned authors, all but Horowitz reject “the argument” but for different
reasons. Kemmerling wants to defend a conventionalist account in which
the notion of a public language is a necessary part. Tielmann defends an
“idiolect first” position and thus might be expected to join Davidson’s at-
tack but nevertheless, he thinks that Davidson is wrong. Lepore and Lud-
wig provide a balanced discussion but reject some of the stronger claims
of Davidson. Reimer disagrees with Davidson about what malapropisms
mean. And finally, there is Horowitz who endorses Davidson’s argument
and also thinks that Davidson’s positive view is correct. Since none of these
authors give a concise statement of Davidson’s argument, I will reconstruct
the argument independently.3

Talking about “the argument” without giving some indication what it
is, is not very satisfying. What is at stake? Suppose you and I are engaging
in a conversation and at some point I utter the words:

(1) I take for granite that you will come to my housewarming party.

You don’t protest and have understood my words as saying that:

(2) I take for granted that you will come to my housewarming party.

Without much ado, you corrected my linguistic mishap of uttering “granite”
instead of “granted.” Davidson’s question is how we can explain the com-
municative success in cases of such linguistic mishaps, or “malapropisms”

3I recommend (Tielmann 2005:101–155) for a scholary assessment and (Lepore and Lud-
wig 2007:§17) for a discussion of important issues. Tielmann provides a reconstruction
and a thorough and critical discussion of Davidson’s article (without explicitly stating
what I take Davidson’s argument to be). It’s by far the most complete discussion link-
ing Davidson’s article to other ideas he had. Lepore and Ludwig focus in chapter 17
on Davidson’s claim about the reality of language and discuss not only the argument I
discuss but also several others (but also without explicitly reconstructing Davidson’s ar-
gument in normal form). I agree mostly with what they say, the difference being mostly
in style. I was interested in a reconstruction of Davidson’s argument. They are more
interested in a systematic approach than in the details of Davidson’s development of his
argument. Kemmerling (1993) clarifies many underlying issues of Davidson’s attack on
conventionalists. He makes the communicative role of meanings explicit by discussing
Davidson on the basis of a model of communication. He links this model to the so-called
“standard account” of language and linguistic communication which is inherent in many
conventionalist accounts, see (Kemmerling 1993:87–88). One of the merits this approach
is that the model illuminates what the issues are (but Tielmann (2005:145–151) rightly
disagrees with parts of the model).
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as he calls them. According to Davidson, malapropisms are interesting
since it turns out that (the notion of) a convention is neither necessary
nor sufficient to explain successful communication in instances of linguistic
communication with them. Hence, classical conventionalist accounts cannot
explain communicative success in such cases. But thereby, conventionalists
have to give up an important part of their project, namely that (the notion
of) conventional meaning is part and parcel of an explanation of linguistic
communication.

The reason why conventionalists can’t explain communicative success in
cases of malapropisms is this: A conventionalist about meaning claims that
an expression’s literal (or conventional) meaning is something learned in
advance of actually using it. However, in cases of successful communication
with a malapropism, it seems that what the speaker’s utterance means is
not the learned meaning of the words uttered. Nevertheless, hearers often
understand such utterances in the speaker’s intended meaning. Hence con-
ventionalists cannot explain that hearers actually understand malapropisms.

Arguably, linguistic mishaps often happen to language users. Hence,
malapropisms are theoretically important since one cannot just ignore these
cases by claiming they are marginal. So, conventionalists either have to
restrict the applicability of their accounts and provide an additional account
to close the explanatory gap, or their accounts are wrong because they give
the wrong results in important cases. I’ll argue that the applicability of
conventionalist accounts doesn’t have to be restricted. Yet, an additional
account is required to close the explanatory gap.

In short, we have a prima facie threat against conventionalists in general,
not only against a particular account like Lewis’. But so far, it’s not yet
an argument. Hence, it will be of interest to see how Davidson proceeds to
develop the threat into an argument.

3.1 Reconstruction
Let us begin with the end of Davidson’s article and reconstruct how he
ended up there. This is what I take to be the main conclusion of A nice
derangement of epitaphs:

We must give up the idea of a clearly defined shared structure which
language-users acquire and then apply to cases. And we should try
again to say how convention in any important sense is involved in



74 Chapter 3. Davidson’s malapropisms

language; or, as I think, we should give up the attempt to illuminate
how we communicate by appeal to conventions.

(Davidson 2005:107)

What Davidson means by a “clearly defined shared structure” is a system
of rules which can be used to derive what linguistic expressions mean. His
favorite way to express such a system is as a Tarskian truth theory. But, as
far as I understand, nothing depends on the particular choice. Davidson’s
point is that language users do not apply such a clearly defined shared
structure when they engage in linguistic communication. That is, linguistic
communication is not like applying a code book where the speaker encodes
what she wants to say as a message which the hearer then decodes. This
picture seems to be inherent in many conventionalist accounts (at least, in
Signaling Games and Actual Language Relation accounts).

The conclusion already indicates some ingredients of Davidson’s argu-
ment: It’s about instances of communication and about explaining the com-
municative success (or failure) in terms of linguistic competence. Appar-
ently, conventionalists get it wrong when they make a claim about what
the communicative role of conventions is.

To get some such argument for Davidson’s denial off the ground, we need
a claim what successful linguistic communication is, assumptions about the
role of conventions in linguistic communication, and cases which convince
us that conventions cannot have this role. Thus, we have a template of the
structure of the argument. Davidson provides such an argument. Before I
will state it in §3.2, I reconstruct its ingredients: A characterization of a
notion of meaning tied to successful linguistic communication called “first
meaning” (§3.1.1), its communicative role – also with respect to the conven-
tionalist’s claim (§3.1.2), and the troublesome phenomenon: malapropisms
(§3.1.3).

3.1.1 First meaning

Davidson characterizes the role of linguistic conventions in communication
by characterizing the role of conventional meaning in communication. To
this end, he introduces two different notions of meaning which he calls “first
meaning.” One of them is used to capture what successful communication –
but not necessarily linguistic communication – consists in. The other notion
applies only to linguistic communication, successful or not. It is supposed to
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be an explicit characterization of so-called “literal meaning” or, equivalently
in this context, “conventional meaning.” I will refer to the former notion as
“generic first meaning” and to the latter as “specific first meaning.”

Generic first meaning Unofficially, “generic first meaning” is so called
because it’s the first meaning a hearer arrives at in the interpretation of an
utterance. The official characterization is as follows:

The concept applies to words and sentences as uttered by a particular
speaker on a particular occasion. [. . .]. Roughly speaking, first mean-
ing comes first in the order of interpretation. [. . .] But “the order of
interpretation” is not at all clear. [. . .] And of course it often happens
that we can descry the literal meaning of a word or phrase by first
appreciating what the speaker was getting at. A better way to dis-
tinguish first meaning is through the intentions of the speaker. The
intentions with which an act is performed are usually unambiguously
ordered by the relation of means to ends. [. . .] The order established
here by “by” can be reversed by using the phrase “in order to.” In
the “in order to” sequence, first meaning is the first meaning referred
to. (“With the intention of” with “ing” added to the verb does as
well.) (Davidson 2005:91–92)

What Davidson considers here are different ways of expressing a means-
to-end relation, i.e. in the following two ways: (i) “agent S did γn by doing
γn−1. . . . S did γ2 by γ1” and (ii) “agent S did γ1 with the intention of
γ2-ing. . . . S did γn−1 with the intention of γn-ing.”

When the means-to-end relation is about communication, then S is a
speaker and her action γ1 is the uttering u of some expression. Davidson’s
claim is that the intentions of a speaker are usually ordered unambiguously.
Below, I will use the “with the intention of”-formulation because it mentions
intentions explicitly.

On the basis of this means-to-end relation, Davidson illustrates generic
first meaning as follows:

Suppose Diogenes utters the words “I would have you stand from be-
tween me and the sun” (or their Greek equivalent) with the intention
of uttering words that will be interpreted by Alexander as true if and
only if Diogenes would have him stand from between Diogenes and the
sun, and this with the intention of getting Alexander to move from be-
tween him and the sun, and this with the intention of leaving a good
anecdote to posterity. Of course these are not the only intentions
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involved; there will also be the Gricean intentions to achieve certain
ends through Alexander’s recognition of some of the intentions in-
volved. Diogenes’ intention to be interpreted in a certain way requires
such a self-referring intention, as does his intention to ask Alexander
to move. In general, the first intention in the sequence to require this
feature specifies the first meaning. (Davidson 2005:92)

So, when Diogenes utters these words with these complex intentions or-
dered by a means-to-end relation, the first intention in this order determines
the generic first meaning of the words uttered on that particular occasion
of use.

With this in mind, we can characterize generic first meaning as follows:
It is a concept that applies to expressions on a particular occasion of use.
The first meaning of an expression on a particular occasion of use is what
the speaker intends the expression’s words to mean for a certain audience
on a particular occasion of use.4 More precisely, it’s the speaker’s first com-
municative intention in the means-to-end relation which determines what
the speaker’s words mean. According to Davidson (p. 92), it should be
the first intention in this relation since a speaker might also have further
Gricean intentions to achieve some ends by the hearer’s recognizing some of
the speaker’s intentions. But these further intentions should not determine
the expression’s generic first meaning. (I’ll return to this point later.)

As Davidson observes, the application of generic first meaning is not re-
stricted to words (see p. 93). It can also be applied to cases of non-linguistic
communication. Hence it wouldn’t be different from speaker-meaning in this
respect.5

But Davidson wanted to uphold the distinction between speaker-
meaning and literal meaning (see p. 91). Literal meaning should apply
to linguistic expressions and only to them. Hence, Davidson needs another
notion of meaning to have something akin to so-called “literal meaning.”

4On p. 92, Davidson offers another characterization of first meaning in terms of the hearer’s
knowledge or the abilities she must have if she is to interpret a speaker. I’ll focus on the
first characterization.

5More precisely, I agree with the judgment of Kemmerling (1993:99 fn. 19): “It is much
more like a hybrid between what Grice calls utterer’s occasion meaning and what he calls
applied timeless sentence meaning” in the speaker’s idiolect.
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Specific first meaning As a candidate for a notion of literal meaning,
Davidson introduces the notion of specific first meaning.6 According to
Davidson, the notion is supposed to capture the conventionalists’ commit-
ments about literal (or conventional) meaning (p. 91). An expression’s spe-
cific first meaning is its generic first meaning which satisfies the following
three conditions (p. 93):7

FM1. 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.

FM2. 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 FM1.

FM3. 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.

Davidson was aware that “there are difficulties with these conditions”
(p. 93), but let us focus on the important points. First, the specific notion
is one which applies to linguistic communication involving words, phrases,
and sentences – and only to them. Non-linguistic communication, like Em-
manuel Rahm’s mailing a rotting fish to someone hated, is thereby ruled
out.8 This is the effect of FM1. Second, a necessary condition for success-
ful linguistic communication is that generic first meaning is shared between
the speaker and the hearer. Third, an expression’s specific first meaning is
determined before it is actually interpreted on a particular occasion of its
use (FM3). Generic first meaning also determines a meaning on a particular
occasion of use. As I will argue, this leads to problems (§3.1.4). Fourth,

6In later writing, Davidson confesses that he sometimes used the expression “first meaning”
when he really meant “literal meaning”: “I confess that having explained what I meant, I
have sometimes allowed myself to substitute the phrase ‘literal meaning’ for ‘first mean-
ing.’” (Davidson 1993:118) Thus, my terminological separation of generic first meaning
and specific first meaning (aka “literal meaning”) has the merit of avoiding possible mis-
understandings.

7Except for the labels FM1–3, the conditions are literal quotations from Davidson’s article.
8See (Kintisch 30.11.1999). Rahm has been appointed by Obama in 2008 as his new White
House Chief of Staff.
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specific first meaning is conventional (FM3).
We can now state a first ingredient of Davidson’s argument. According

to conventionalist accounts, the literal meaning of an expression on a par-
ticular occasion of use is its conventional meaning (when relativized to a
particular context, as Reimer (2004:320) points out). We can express this
claim as follows:

I1. According to conventionalist accounts, the literal meaning of an expression
on a particular occasion of use is its specific first meaning.

Ingredient I1 is an identity claim about literal meaning being specific first
meaning which he puts in the mouth of conventionalists. The claim turns
out to be false and requires a slight revision (cf. §3.1.4).

3.1.2 The role of first meaning in communication

Davidson’s characterization of specific first meaning entails a claim about
its communicative role in the context of successful linguistic communication.
The claim is crucial for his argument. I take Davidson’s condition FM2 of
specific first meaning to express such a claim about the communicative role
of first meaning. But more clear is perhaps the next quotation:

Because a speaker necessarily intends first meaning to be grasped by
his audience, and it is grasped if communication succeeds, we lose
nothing in the investigation of first meaning if we concentrate on the
knowledge or ability a hearer must have if he is to interpret a speaker.

(Davidson 2005:92)

This quotation occurs in the context of Davidson’s move from the
speaker’s linguistic knowledge to the hearer’s. I want to focus on that part
of the quotation which says, roughly, that if communication succeeds, then
first meaning is grasped. Since this quotation occurs in the text before
Davidson introduces what I call “specific first meaning,” “first meaning”
refers to generic first meaning. So, paraphrasing the condition in my ter-
minology, we can express the second ingredient of Davidson’s argument as
follows:

I2. A necessary condition for successful linguistic communication is that the
hearer understands the expression the speaker uttered in its generic first
meaning.
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An issue with the quotation above is that what I’ve paraphrased is em-
bedded in the clause beginning with “Because a speaker necessarily intends
first meaning to be grasped by his audience.”9 But other quotations in
Davidson’s article support my interpretation.10

3.1.3 The cases: Malapropisms
The phenomenon of malapropisms consists in a certain kind of linguistic
mishap, an “incorrect” and possibly novel use of an expression, which is such
that linguistic communication nevertheless often succeeds, that is, hear-
ers often successfully understand the speaker’s words. Linguistic mishaps
should be contrasted with factual errors (e.g. when someone is misinformed
and, because of that, says something which is not true). But Davidson does
not give an explicit definition of the phenomenon.11 Thus, the best we
can do is to consider some examples and point out some of their important
properties.12

The first example is from Sheridan’s play The rivals in which
Mrs. Malaprop says that something is “a nice derangement of epitaphs” but
she intended her words to mean that it is a nice arrangement of epithets
(Sheridan 1775). Another example is from Marga Reimer who reports:

One of my students insists that “for all intensive purposes” we are at
war with al Qaeda. (Reimer 2004:317)

Surely, the student wanted to say that for all intents and purposes we
are at war with al Qaeda. Plausibly, this was a slip of the tongue. But

9There are other issues with this quotation which are discussed by Tielmann (2005:115 ff.).
10On p. 93, Davidson writes: “[I]f the speaker is understood he has been interpreted as

he intended to be interpreted.” We can restate the antecedent of the quotation “If the
speaker is understood” as “If linguistic communication is successful.” For the quotation
occurs in the context of thinking about linguistic communication and “to be understood”
just seems to mean that linguistic communication is successful. The consequent of the
quotation plausibly expresses that the meaning the hearer grasped when she understood
the speaker’s words is the words’ generic first meaning. If so, also this second quotation
supports my interpretation. A third quotation supporting my interpretation occurs in
the context of Davidson’s positive proposal in terms of prior and passing theories on
p. 102. There, Davidson proposes a success condition for linguistic communication that
is stronger than I2. For the argument, I2 is sufficient.

11On pp. 89–91 and pp. 94 ff. he provides a lengthy characterization.
12But it’s unclear whether what has been called “malapropisms” is a homogeneous phe-

nomenon; cf. also (Schulte 1993). George (1990:278 ff.) seems to be more optimistic and
distinguishes between different kinds of malapropism.
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malapropisms needn’t be unwittingly produced. The examples Davidson
cites from Mark Singer about Goodman Ace illustrate this point nicely.
Ace was a radio sitcom writer who often talked the way Singer wrote:

Rather than take for granite that Ace talks straight, a listener must
be on guard for an occasional entre nous and me . . . or a long face no
see. In a roustabout way, he will maneuver until he selects the ideal
phrase for the situation, hitting the nail right on the thumb.

(Davidson 2005:89)

Davidson’s point is that hearers can – and actually do – successfully
understand malapropisms. This observation is the argument’s third ingre-
dient:

I3. There are cases (occasions) of successful linguistic communication with
malapropisms.

Davidson’s twist to his observation is that he claims that these cases are
cases of successful linguistic communication where what the hearer under-
stands is the words’ literal meaning (p. 102). This claim is best understood
as a theoretical stipulation about “literal meaning”. If I understand David-
son’s enterprise correctly, then the stipulation is justified by the theoretical
role literal meanings are supposed to play in a theory of linguistic com-
munication: it’s a “notion of what words, when spoken in context, mean”
(p. 91). Moreover, it’s that which a hearer grasps in case of successful
communication (I2).

According to Davidson’s characterization of the conventionalist, the
words’ literal meaning is their specific first meaning. This is the fourth
ingredient:

I4. According to conventionalist accounts, in case of successful linguistic com-
munication with a malapropism, a hearer understands the malapropism the
speaker uttered in its specific first meaning.

3.1.4 Towards the argument
The problem for the conventionalist is now this. Consider the utterance of
(3):

(3) “Something is a nice derangement of epitaphs.”
a. Generic first meaning: that something is a nice arrangement of epithets
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b. contextually-relativized conventional meaning: that something is a nice
derangement of epitaphs

Let us assume that on this occasion, linguistic communication is success-
ful with the malapropism (I3). According to the success condition (I2),
linguistic communication is only successful if the hearer understands the
malapropism in its generic first meaning.

For the sake of the argument, let us agree that the generic first meaning
on that particular occasion of use is (3-a).13 The malapropism’s conven-
tional meaning is learned in advance of its use. It amounts roughly to
what is said by it (in the everyday sense of “what is said” and not in one
of the theoretically loaded senses). Let us agree that the malapropism’s
contextually-relativized conventional meaning is (3-b). This brings us to a
general observation:

I5. In cases of successful communication with malapropisms, the malaprop-
ism’s generic first meaning is not identical to its contextually-relativized
conventional meaning.

According to Davidson, successful communication in such cases cannot be
explained, as the conventionalist claims (I4), on the basis of the malapropism
in its contextually-relativized conventional meaning. The hearer has to
understand the malapropism in its generic first meaning for communication
to be successful. Since Davidson tacitly makes the following additional
assumption,14 the conventionalist has a problem:

I6. In cases of successful communication with malapropisms, if a hearer under-
stands an expression a speaker uttered in its generic first meaning, then she
doesn’t understand it in its (contextually-relativized) conventional meaning
(and vice versa).

This seems to be a fair restatement of what Davidson declares to be the
problem:15

13This is by no means obvious, as Kemmerling (1993:101) points out since what the speaker-
meaning of an utterance is depends on many highly contextual factors of the case and on
background assumptions about force and content.

14Davidson makes this assumption by defining generic first meaning in terms of the first
communicative intention (cf. §3.1.1). Thereby, understanding an expression in one mean-
ing by means of understanding it in another meaning is ruled out.

15A hearer’s passing theory is the semantic theory she actually uses to interpret the speaker’s
utterance (cf. p. 101). The interpretation the theory entails for the uttered expression
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Stated more broadly now, the problem is this: what interpreter and
speaker share, to the extent that communication succeeds, is not
learned and so is not a language governed by rules or conventions
known to speaker and interpreter in advance; but what the speaker
and interpreter know in advance is not (necessarily) shared, and so
is not a language governed by shared rules or conventions. What is
shared is, as before, the passing theory; what is given in advance is
the prior theory, or anything on which it may in turn be based.

(Davidson 2005:105–106)

However, we cannot yet state Davidson’s argument. For I presented
the problem in terms of conventional meaning and not, as Davidson does,
in terms of specific first meaning. Doing so uncovers a problem in David-
son’s rendering of the conventionalist’s position. For in cases of successful
communication with malapropisms, there is no generic first meaning that
satisfies conditions FM1–3 required for specific first meaning.

The reason is this. Specific first meaning is defined as generic first
meaning satisfying conditions FM1–3. I’ve already pointed out that generic
first meaning is determined by the first communicative intention in the chain
of intentions the speaker has on particular occasions. However, it seems that
conditions FM1–3 determine on their own something akin to conventional
meaning, independently of generic first meaning. In particular, there is
condition FM3: “First meanings are governed by learned conventions or
regularities.” Thus, a plausible reading of FM3 is that specific first meanings
of expressions are determined by learned conventions or regularities.

This leads to an inconsistency if we unpack the definition of specific first
meaning. The reason is that it has two meaning-determining components
which might not coincide. Consider again the example of Mrs Malaprop.
The example illustrates that the malapropisms’ contextually-relativized con-
ventional meaning (3-b) is not identical to its generic first meaning (3-a). By
definition, specific first meaning is generic first meaning and conventional
meaning. Hence, specific first meaning is not defined because there is no way
to satisfy its definition as being generic first meaning satisfying conditions
FM1–3. Either conditions FM1–3 are satisfied or the generic-first-meaning

needn’t coincide with the interpretation the hearer has learned before having started to
interpret the utterance. A passing theory is a theory “geared to the occasion” (ibid.).
For example, the learned interpretation for “take for granite” might be take for granite –
which amounts to nonsense – but the typical hearer will likely interpret an utterance of
it as take for granted. This latter interpretation is then based on the passing theory.
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part is satisfied. This is so whenever the two meaning components do not
coincide, as in cases of malapropisms.

This outcome suggests strongly to me that Davidson’s statement of the
conventionalist position is not faithful to the conventionalist. For conven-
tionalists do not claim that malapropisms are meaningless. They just claim
that the meaning is a different one than Davidson proposes. But for the
problem Davidson observed, it is not crucial that we state it in terms of spe-
cific first meaning. Hence, I propose to reconstruct Davidson’s argument in
terms of conventional meaning (thereby we give up I1 and I4).

3.2 The argument
The ingredients I1–4 have served us well so far. But it will be helpful to
formulate the premises differently to state Davidson’s argument:

P1. According to conventionalist accounts, a hearer understands the mala-
propism the speaker uttered in its (contextually-relativized) conventional
meaning.

P2. A necessary condition for successful linguistic communication is that the
hearer understands the expression the speaker uttered in its generic first
meaning.

P3. There are cases (occasions) of successful linguistic communication with
malapropisms.

C1. In such a case, the hearer understands the malapropism the speaker uttered
in its generic first meaning.

P4. In such a case, (contextually-relativized) conventional meaning is not iden-
tical to generic first meaning.

P5. In such a case, if a hearer understands an expression a speaker uttered in its
generic first meaning, then she doesn’t understand it in its (contextually-
relativized) conventional meaning (and vice versa).

C2. Conventionalist accounts cannot be correct.

P1 characterizes the relevant conventionalist claim about meaning. It has
the status of an assumption to derive a contradiction. P2 and P3 are I2 and
I3 from above. C1 is a consequence about what is the case when a speaker
successfully (linguistically) communicates with a malapropism. C1 follows
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from P2 and P3. Finally, P4 and P5 are I5 and I6 from above. This entails
a contradiction. For by C1 the hearer understands the malapropism’s in its
generic first meaning. Hence, by C1 and P5, she understands the malaprop-
ism not in its conventional meaning. But according to the conventionalist,
she does (P1). Consequently, we reject the assumption P1 by reductio ad
absurdum. Since P1 is part and parcel of conventionalist accounts, they
cannot be correct.

So, it is clear how Davidson arrived at his conclusion that convention-
alists either have to come up with a better proposal or, as he favors, to
give up conventionalist accounts altogether. For if Davidson’s argument is
sound, then it shows that conventional meanings of expressions cannot be
identical to what the speaker intends the hearer to understand. But this is,
according to Davidson, constitutive for literal meaning and required for ex-
plaining communicative success. Hence, conventional meaning can neither
be (a kind of) literal meaning nor explain communicative success.

3.3 Evaluation of the argument

Davidson’s argument is valid and its conclusion removes the possibility of
an adequate conventionalist account. I’ll argue that it is not sound. First,
let me observe that independently of Davidson’s argument, conventions are
not required for successful communication. A speaker can get across what
she wants whether or not conventions exist. This has, however, not so much
to do with linguistic communication but with communication in general: To
get across what one means, it can be sufficient that that hearers recognize
the speakers’ intention. This much is uncontested.

It seems to me equally uncontested that the intention-recognition alone
isn’t sufficient to explain linguistic communication. For how could one ex-
plain that language users can reliably and easily communicate complex and
unexpected contents by uttering expressions? To do so, another explanation
is required. For the ordinary cases of “literal communication,” convention-
alists offer a convincing explanation. Without conventions it seems very
difficult to offer a plausible explanation of this feat. So, one shouldn’t deny
that conventions play a role in ordinary cases.

The critical cases are malapropisms. Successful communication in these
cases is not explained by the hearer’s understanding the malapropism in its
conventional meaning. Hence, a more modest conclusion from Davidson’s
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argument would be that conventionalist accounts cannot explain successful
communication in these cases.

But even this conclusion is too strong. What goes wrong is, I think, the
assumption of P5. According to it, if a hearer understands an expression
in one meaning, then she doesn’t understand it in another meaning. But
a malapropism can also be understood in its generic first meaning if the
hearer bases her understanding on the malapropism’s conventional mean-
ing.16 This amounts to something like an extended Gricean strategy to
explain non-standard meanings: the hearer notices that the conventional
meaning makes no sense and, possibly guided by contextual clues and an
inference to the best explanation, she concludes that she should understand
the speaker’s words in their generic first meaning.

This explanation seems plausible. First, it’s coherent with usual Gricean
explanations for implicatures and the like. Second, successful communica-
tion with malapropisms seems to depend on background information about
phonetic, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic similarities of utterances of
expressions. For example in the “take for granite” case, there is a phonetic
similarity between “granite” and “granted.” There is also syntactic simi-
larity between “take for granite” and “take for granted.” A conventionalist
can explain why these similarities exist and why they are – in some sense –
known to the dialog partners: They supervene globally on the conventional
use of the expressions in the language. Without assuming conventions, such
an explanation is not readily available.

For these reasons P5 should be rejected. But then, the problematic
conclusion does not follow.

3.4 Summary
Contra Davidson, there are good reasons not to accept the conclusion that
is problematic for the conventionalist project. Nevertheless, Davidson has
a point when he draws attention to malapropisms: To explain successful
communication with them, a conventionalist would need an additional ex-
planation.

But if my characterization of the conventionalist project is correct, then
16To make this work, we have to define “generic first meaning” in another way. For it’s

then not necessarily the meaning fixed by the first communicative intention but maybe
by another intention the speaker had.
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conventionalist accounts should not be understood as theories of linguistic
communication. A conventionalist account primarily makes claims about
the determination of expressions’ meanings. In doing so, some commitments
about language use and linguistic communication are incurred. But they are
relatively unspecific. In particular, it’s compatible with a conventionalist
account that novel expressions are used in whichever way. A conventionalist
has nothing to say about such uses. A conventionalist’s claim is conditional:
If an expression has a conventional use, then it has a certain meaning.
Problematic are thus cases where expressions have established uses but are
nevertheless used non-conformingly on particular occasions. Here, it’s a
matter of proportion: How often do such cases occur? Are they recognized
as deviations? Only if such cases occur quite often and are not recognized as
deviations, the conventionalist has a problem. For then it’s unclear whether
she is able to assign meanings to these expressions.

Hence, we shouldn’t dismiss Davidson’s insights too easily. As we will see
in chapter 6, in the first version of his account, Lewis ignored Davidsonian
uses (i.e. mistakes, non-literal, and novel uses of expressions).17 The initial
omission was a disfavor to the conventionalist project.

Moreover, even if Davidon’s argument fails, the second horn of its con-
clusion – his advise to “try again to say how convention in any important
sense is involved in language” is very much to the point: Conventionalists
need to commit themselves to a pragmatic theory (i) to define what they
mean be “literal meaning” (see §1.1.1) and (ii) to indicate how Davidsonian
uses are explained.

Another lesson we should learn from Davidson (cf. also (Savigny 1985)
and (Sperber and Wilson 1995)) is that the linguistic behavior is flexible and
allows for variation. The challenge for a conventionalist (as I understand
it) is then to make elbow room for variations in the linguistic behaviors of
communicating language users.

17In Lewis’ Convention (Lewis 2002) words like “(linguistic) mistake,” “non-literal” and its
cognates do not even occur. I used Amazon OnlineReader to establish this claim. In his
later article Languages and Language (Lewis 1975:395 ff.), Lewis’ account is extended to
Davidsonian uses. I will return to this topic in chapter 6.


