Radical Interpretation and Bayesianism Abstract


This paper responds to Donald Davidson's final attempt to bring to fruition his project of radical interpretation.  Giving a procedure for finding interpretations of a subject’s sentences that have no direct connection with what can be observed by the interpreter is a problem for radical interpretation.  Davidson thinks that the relations between such nonobservation sentences and their relations to observation sentences is the key to finding their truth conditions.  In his posthumously published book, Truth and Predication, he puts forward the view that notions from the Bayesian approach to epistemology can make these relations precise.  Davidson's presentation of this view in the book is given as a general sketch.  In the paper I make the procedure precise and present why it might seem plausible.  I then argue that there is no reason to believe that the procedure I outline could succeed.  In particular I argue that there is no reason to believe that there will be a unique best fit between an interpreter's and a subject's theories of subjective conditional probabilities.  Further, I argue that, even if such a fit were found, we would not be assured of a theory matching sentences with their correct truth conditions because truth conditions and degrees of belief are not related in the close way that Davidson's project requires.  I finish by defending my conclusions against the claim that taking the compositionality of language into account will make the sorts of problems I raise disappear.

