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Abstract. This paper proposes a novel contextualist account of the normativity of meaning, grounded in
Davidsonian metasemantics. It presents the view that the normativity of meaning can arise not from global
conventions or prescriptive rules, but from the local evidence-based practice under the constitutive ideal of
rationality. By analysing how we achieve what Davidson called ‘first’ meaning, the paper demonstrates how
context-local standards emerge within the boundaries set by the principle of charity. This framework preserves
semantic systematicity and stability, and explains phenomena such as idiosyncrasy and linguistic mistakes
without appealing to conventionalism, thereby breaking out of the dilemma between weak ‘correctness’ and
overly strong ‘prescriptive’ construals of the normativity of meaning. The result is a robustly normative, yet
moderately anti-conventionalist theory of meaning, which does not rule out the existence of linguistic con-
ventions but rather takes their role to be far less significant.
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Kontekstualizuotas reikSmés normatyvumas:
deividsoniska perspektyva

Santrauka. Siame straipsnyje siiiloma nauja kontekstualistiné reikimés normatyvumo samprata,
grindziama Davidsono metasemantika. Joje teigiama, kad reik§més normatyvumas kyla ne i§ visuotiniy
konvencijy ar preskriptyviy taisykliy, o i§ lokaliy, jrodymais grjsty praktiky, vadovaujantis konstitutyviu
racionalumo idealu. Analizuojant, kaip pasiekiame tai, kg Davidsonas vadina ,,pirmaja“ reikSme (first
meaning), straipsnyje atskleidziama, kaip ,,geranoriskumo (charity) principu® nustatytose ribose iskyla
lokaliis konteksto standartai. Laikantis Sios teorinés nuostatos, i§saugomas semantinis sistemingumas ir
stabilumas, taip pat paaiskinami tokie reiskiniai kaip idiosinkratiskumas ir kalbinés klaidos, nesiremiant
konvencionalizmu. Taip iSvengiama dilemos tarp silpnosios reik§més normatyvumo kaip ,.taisyklingumo*
sampratos ir pernelyg stiprios, ,,preskriptyviomis® taisyklémis grindziamos jo interpretacijos. Siy
pastangy rezultatas — nuosekli normatyviné, ta¢iau nuosaikiai antikonvencionalistiné reik§més teorija,
kuri neatmeta kalbiniy konvencijy egzistavimo, bet suteikia joms kur kas maziau reikSmingumo..
Pagrindiniai ZodZiai: reik§més normatyvumas, Davidsonas, radikali interpretacija, geranoriskumo (charity)
principas, kontekstualizmas
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1. Introduction

1.1. Semantic Normativity and Semantic Rules

Since the slogan meaning is normative has spread in the philosophy of language due to
Kripke’s reconstruction of Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations (Kripke 1982),
many contributions have been made to disambiguate this claim and clarify its actual
consequences for semantics and metasemantics. Generally, we can take this slogan to
mean that semantics consists in some intrinsic normative component that is essential for
meaning. In practice, most semantic normativists claim that meaning is entangled with
some kind of semantic norm or standard. There are various ways to formulate such a
norm (see, e.g., Zadeh 2015) but, arguably, the two most noticeable and most discussed
ones are the approaches based on (1) correctness conditions or (2) prescriptive rules of
use (see Fennell 2013; Gliier et al. 2024).

Supporters of the correctness view claim that meaningful expressions come with cor-
rect and incorrect ways to use them. For example, if ‘cat’ means a cat, then ‘cat’ applies
correctly only to a cat, which sets the normative standard for how the expression ‘cat’
should and should not be used, or, as Boghossian (1989: 513) puts it:

Suppose the expression ‘green’ means green. It follows immediately that the expression ‘green’
applies correctly only to these things (the green ones) and not to those (the non-greens).

It is difficult to challenge the claim that meaningful expressions have correct and
incorrect uses, and so anti-normativists chose a different strategy: they claim that nor-
mativity does not necessarily follow from correctness. If I incorrectly point at a dog and
say that it is a cat, it does not mean that I failed to do something I ought to do (to use the
expression ‘cat’ only to cats), but that I merely asserted a false statement (see Gliier &
Wikforss 2009). So, even if, in some cases, ‘correctness’ can be a normative notion, it
does not always have to be, and, in the particular case of semantic correctness, it does
not seem to be.

The prescriptive view defends a somewhat similar but stronger thesis, according
to which, normativity is not mediated by correctness; instead, semantic norms directly
regulate what we ought to say by virtue of what the expression in question means. Gliier,
Wikforss, and Ganapini, in their overview article for the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philos-
ophy (2024), are mentioning the following formulation (among others) of a prescriptive
norm concerning the meaning of the word ‘green’:

For any speaker S, and any time t: if “green” means green for S at t, then S ought to apply
“green” to an object x iff x is green at t!.

While the correctness view has turned out to be too weak to support the normativity
of meaning thesis, the prescriptive view is argued to be too strong to be plausible. If we

' To be precise, they present a few different readings of this kind of prescriptive semantic norm and discuss
their pros and cons but, for the sake of space and simplicity, let us stick to this one.
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endorse the well-known Kantian formula that “ought implies can”, we end up with un-
wanted consequences for the prescriptive view, namely, that we ought to apply ‘cat’ to all
cats, or ‘green’ to all green objects — which is an obligation that we simply cannot fulfil
(see Hattiangadi 2006: 227). Moreover, it seems absurd that any semantic norm would
require anything like that. However, if we weaken the condition back to correctness or
use other deontic operators, such as ‘may’, the definition may not be strong enough to
support normativity. Thus, the most popular formulations of semantic norms face a di-
lemma: they are either too weak to support the normativity of meaning or too strong and
have unwanted consequences.

1.2. The Alternative Approach

However, to defend the normativity of meaning thesis, one does not have to adhere to
either of the two aforementioned construals — and one can reconstruct normativity in
semantics in a different way?. One of the most important metasemantic frameworks
present in the discussion is the Davidsonian approach based on the principle of charity
and the concept of radical interpretation. Davidsonian metasemantics has been widely
debated by both normativists and anti-normativists, each presenting Davidson as aligned
with their own position. Normativists maintain that, despite Davidson’s rejection of con-
ventionalism (Davidson 1984), normativity is preserved through the principle of charity
which requires interpreting an interlocutor’s utterances to maximise their truth, coherence,
and agreement with our beliefs. Anti-normativists, by contrast, contend that the principle
of charity functions as a constitutive ideal enabling communication but does not impose
prescriptive norms or standards of correctness (Wikforss 2001: 215). On this view, Da-
vidsonian (meta)semantics leaves no room for genuine linguistic error, and only affords
for atypical or unexpected uses of language. As long as we remain rational agents whose
utterances are interpretable under the principle of charity, the correctness conditions are
unnecessary for grasping meaning.

The anti-normative reading of Davidson’s philosophy of language has gained popular-
ity, but it has also faced significant criticism. Verheggen (2018: 59)3, for example, defends
some form of meaning normativism, contending that Davidson’s account incorporates
a form of normativity in the guise of a hypothetical imperative: if our aim is successful
communication, then we ought to express ourselves in certain ways rather than others,
with standards of correctness arising through triangulation*. Fennell (2015: 83) presents
a different normative reading of Davidson’s metasemantics, arguing that even if the prin-
ciple of charity is constitutive, it nevertheless retains an inherently normative dimension.

2 For instance, there are a few authors who present the normativity of meaning as some kind of primitive con-
cept (Ginsborg 2011), or at least construe it upon some primitive concept of general normativity (Brozek 2013).

3 It is worth noting that Verheggen does not exactly reject the correctness and prescriptive views in her theory
but rather reconstructs them differently in a Davidsonian framework; so, it is an alternative approach to these views,
but not an alternative from them.

4 Semantic triangulation in Davidsonian philosophy is the process of fixing meanings, and, in a broader sense,
gaining knowledge of others, self, and the external world in a three-point relationship system (see Davidson 2001).
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In this paper, I undertake to develop a normativist account grounded in Davidsonian
metasemantics that avoids both the ‘correctness’ and ‘prescriptive’ construals of the
normativity of meaning’. Drawing on Verheggen and Fennell, I argue that normativity
must be situated within a context in order to attribute meaning to expressions but, unlike
them, I trace the normativity of meaning not to constitutive or hypothetical rules of charity
themselves, but to an evidence-guided practice under the constitutive ideal of rationality.
In the following section, I shall summarise the relevant discussion of the role of norma-
tivity in Davidsonian metasemantics. In Section 3, I present a new iteration of semantic
normativism grounded in context-local theories of language and revisit the question of the
role of convention in language. I conclude with Section 4, addressing some key challenges
that my view may face concerning systematicity, stability, regularity, idiosyncrasy, and
linguistic mistakes.

2. Davidsonian Metasemantics: The Constitutive Ideal and Normativity

2.1. The Principle of Charity as a Constitutive Ideal

Anti-normativist readings of Davidson’s philosophy of language often begin with his
critique (Davidson 1984) of David Lewis’s conventionalism (1969). Lewis (1975: 8)
defended meaning normativism by arguing that conventions are normative foundations
of language; by conventions, he understood regularities in action (or regularities in both
action and belief) that at least two persons are willing to conform to. Davidson does not
deny that conventions are an important part of language, or that language is, overall, a
social phenomenon; however, he argues that the relation between language and convention
goes the other way around — we do not need conventions to have language, but we need
language to have conventions.

In the metasemantic story that Davidson presents, there is no place for conventions — at
least not as a foundation of linguistic communication. Radical interpretation is a thought
experiment in which one has to establish the meanings of the utterances of another person
without any prior semantic knowledge about the language they use and without any other
assumptions about their lives, customs, thoughts, culture, etc. The lack of presuppositions
is important because it is what distinguishes radical interpretation from interpretation from
scratch (see Glock 2003: 168). It also excludes the interpreter’s initial knowledge about
the interlocutor’s linguistic conventions and any other regular behaviour, conventional-
ised or not. To make such an interpretation possible, one has to adhere to the principle of
charity. This principle helps us to sort evidence and observations and test them in light
of any interpretative theory we may come up with. The principle of charity is not “a
rigid set of rules but to a collection of ‘rough maxims and methodological generalities’
that the interpreter must supplement by intelligent guesswork in particular cases” (Ibid.:

5 Nonetheless, these construals are central to the debate, and avoiding them completely seems impossible (and
even if it were possible, it would not be preferable). This needs to be kept in mind when presenting any alternative
construals or sources of normativity.
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194). Despite its generality and many different formulations of the principle®, Davidson
distinguishes two aspects of it: the principle of correspondence and the principle of co-
herence. The first one assumes a causal relationship between objects and our beliefs in the
external world (or that the conditions that cause speakers to believe that a given sentence
is true are in general the same as the truth conditions of this sentence [Ibid.]), and the
other aspect concerns interpretation that maximises consistency in the holistic system of
one’s thoughts and utterances (see Davidson 2001).

The problem with the principle of charity is that it does not seem to be normative. Even
if it is sometimes presented as a rule, such as “we must attribute mental states to people
in such a way that our attributions make them as rational as possible” (Wedgwood 2007:
27), for Davidson himself, and for most of his interpreters, it was not a prescriptive rule
but, rather, a constitutive ideal. While prescriptive rules set the standard for ‘right’ and
‘wrong’, constitutive rules, broadly speaking, create new situations or institutions. By
the constitutive ideal of rationality in the context of Davidson’s philosophy 1 mean the
set of constitutive rules which are necessary for attributing intentional states — such as
thoughts, beliefs, or desires — to an agent in the first place. It seems that there is not much
choice in following such a rule as it is not the case that this constitutive ideal obliges us
to be rational; we (and our interlocutors) either meet the requirements to interpret and
to be interpreted — or not. If we were not to meet those requirements, formulating an in-
terpretative theory of language and communicating would be impossible. The principle
of charity constitutes states of affairs and does not seem to say anything about what we
should — or should not — do. We cannot say that the principle in any way tells us (or others)
what to do in order to be charitable but, rather, states what the requirements are for being
considered a rational agent (see Glier & Pagin 1999).

2.2. Challenging the Purely Constitutive Reading

However, as mentioned above, it is possible to reconstruct the principle of charity dif-
ferently: not as a constitutive ideal but as a hypothetical imperative. If we want to suc-
cessfully communicate, we should apply the principle of charity as a means to achieve
the desired goal. According to Verheggen (2018: 49), the standard for our success in
such an endeavour is set by the process of semantic triangulation which fixes meanings
between us, our interlocutors, and the external world, all assuming the principle of char-
ity. We simply start to assign the meanings of utterances we are interpreting to different
things in the world, and then we test these theories in conversational practice. In this
way, ‘correctness’ is not a conventional linguistic standard but a normative construal
of the meanings of our utterances in the process of triangulation which Verheggen also
calls “semantic attitudinal normativity”. The problem that this approach has to face is
whether we really choose to communicate or interpret. It is certainly not the case that
we can simply stop understanding what someone means by their utterances and remain

6 Davidson describes it, among other things, as a principle of preferring theories that increase understanding or
minimise the risk of misunderstanding (see Davidson 1991: xvii).
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ignorant’. When we hear a meaningful utterance, it is hard to dismiss it as random
noise. We can, of course, make a choice about whether we want to say something true
or false, but what is important here is our decision to be understood and to understand
others. Although we can use some vague language on purpose (e.g., if we want to hide
something or extricate ourselves from a conversation), it is difficult to avoid rationally
accommodating meaningful expressions®. While interpreting the principle of charity as
hypothetical conditional gives us some valuable insights, it involves some sort of voli-
tion which seems to be at odds with the notable point from a previous section — that to
fulfil the requirements set by the principle of charity is to fit the conditions rather than
to make a deliberate decision.

There is also another, more straightforward way to challenge Davidson’s anti-norma-
tivist reading, and it is to show that we can derive normativity directly from the consti-
tutive ideal of charity. Fennell (2015: 84) argues that even if Davidson’s metasemantics
is anti-conventionalist, we can still label him as a moderate normativist as constitutive
charity allows for failure and the ability to do otherwise. He points out that the anti-nor-
mativist reading of the principle of charity reconstructs the constitutive ideal too strictly.
Davidson does not demand perfect rationality in every scenario but rather reasonability
in interpretation. We can allow our interpretation to assume that someone holds irrational
or largely false beliefs, as long as it is intelligible in a given context which can include
circumstances of an individual’s life, the culture they grew up in, their educational
background, etc. Grandy (1973: 443) called it “the principle of humanity” which allows
for interpretation that is psychologically plausible — we expect someone to hold beliefs
that their epistemic circumstances allow for®. This way, the constitutive ideal of charity
is weakened (as the constraints of correspondence and coherence can be bent given the
epistemic context of a given individual), and therefore it allows for error in an individual’s
beliefs. A point that Fennell does not mention is that this weakening also allows for error
in interpretation because we cannot know all the relevant circumstances that can affect
our interpretative theory. Thus, we can think that someone “should have believed other-
wise”, even if it was reasonable for them to hold that specific belief given those specific
circumstances. Additionally, we ourselves can make a mistake in interpreting someone’s
utterances. Hence, there is a choice to make about how to interpret, but not whether to
interpret. Constitutive charity makes interpretation possible, but it does not determine the
outcome of the process. We could say, metaphorically, that we should not look for the
normativity of meaning outside the constitutive ideal but within it.

7 There are also concerns about the normative force of the hypothetical imperative as it is only conditionally
normative but, for the purposes of this article, we can leave those aside.

8 Verheggen (2018) also criticises accounts of primitive normativity (Ginsborg 2011), which posit it as a more
basic feature that allows us to recognise and distinguish meaningful conversations from mere sounds. She sees no
theoretical need for such a feature, by arguing that all can be explained by triangulation.

9 Fennell also points out that, most likely, this form of the principle of charity is what Davidson originally in-
tended, as he never ruled out the possibility that someone interpretable under constitutive charity could be in error or
hold a false belief — only that massive error cannot occur. Thus, if our interpretation reveals that someone is mistaken
or slightly irrational, the principle of charity (combined with the context) gives us the best tools to explain that error
(see Davidson 1974a, 1974b).
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3. Normativity of Meaning in Local Contexts.

Building on Verheggen’s theory and Fennell’s counterarguments against anti-normativism,
I believe that we can develop a better picture of the normativity of meaning that arises
in the process of interpretation under the constitutive construal of charity, where the
standard is set not by global, conventionalised meaning norms (for each individual word
or sentence) that create a normative structure of language but, rather, metasemantically
speaking, by each local interpretative context which determines the standard relative to
given circumstances. To make that possible, we need to return to Davidson’s considerations
about conventionalism, starting with what he called prior and passing theories.

3.1. Prior and Passing Theories

In A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs, Davidson (1986: 93) coins the term first meaning and
reconstructs, on the basis of what he takes to be common belief among philosophers and
linguists, its three principles. First meaning is some variation of what others call /iteral
meaning but, because of philosophical baggage and theoretical implications, Davidson did
not want to adopt this term into his own theory. In general, we could say that first meaning
comes first in the order of interpretation, so, given a ‘normal’ audience and a ‘normal’ oc-
casion, the first meaning of an utterance is something we can find in the dictionary which
describes how words are standardly used. The three principles are the following: The first
meaning is (a) systematic, which means that there must be systematic relations between
meanings and utterances for them to be interpretable. Then, the first meaning is (b) shared
in some way by the speaker and the interpreter. And finally, first meanings are (c) prepared,
which means that they are governed by previously learned conventions and regularities that
are required for successful interpretation. While he admits that, in some way, his theory
can preserve (a) and (b), there is no way that (c) can be upheld (given that we understand
malapropisms and linguistic inventions), which leads us to the famous passage:

<...> there is no such thing as a language, not if a language is anything like what many phi-
losophers and linguists have supposed. There is therefore no such thing to be learned, mas-
tered, or be born with. We must give up the idea of a clearly defined shared structure which
language-users acquire and then apply to cases (Ibid.: 107).

In his counterproposal to the convention-governed view of language, expressed ex-
plicitly in condition (c), Davidson presents the notions of prior and passing theories. The
prior theory is a starting point and background of interpretation, a set of expectations that
the interpreter has towards how the speaker is going to use language. This can be formed
by the speaker’s origin, nationality, gender, social class, etc., but also by various external
contextual factors such as the place or nature of the meeting. Linguistic conventions can
(but do not have to) be part of the prior theory, as we most likely assume that a speaker
(if they are speaking our language) is going to use some conventionalised standard of
how to speak in a given context. So, even if conventions do not constitute meanings, they
often strongly affect one’s prior theory. On the speaker’s side, the prior theory is their
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expectation of what the interpreter’s prior theory is going to be — how the speaker is most
likely going to be understood. The passing theory, on the other hand, is how we actually
interpret the speaker’s utterances after testing and adjusting our prior theory accordingly!?.
For the speaker, the passing theory is how they want to be interpreted — which theory of
language they want the interpreter to use!!.

Davidson builds an image of language as something that is not some external structure
in which language users participate by learning pre-made rules that govern the meanings
of each word or sentence, but as something that emerges every time in the process of
interpretation, in specific local contexts and circumstances. The so-called first meaning is
what comes out in the passing theory, not the prior theory. First meanings are not ready-
made in some given structure but have yet to be constructed in interpretation'2, which
stands directly against condition (c). Camp (2016) describes this position as radically
contextualist and compares Davidson to authors such as Noam Chomsky, Frangois Re-
canati, or Robyn Carston. However, she labels Davidson’s proposal as more plausible, as
he is not sceptical about semantics as a whole (unlike Chomsky, who relocates language
from the social space to an intrinsic biological system, or Recanati, who basically replaces
semantics with ‘truth-conditional pragmatics’); rather, Davisdson is trying to preserve
first meaning, despite rejecting conventionalism which he sees as a threat to semantics.

3.2. Contextualised Local Norms

At first glance it may seem that, in rejecting conventionalism, Davidson is also rejecting
the normativity of meaning, as rules such as “apply ‘green’ to and only to green objects”
are generally formed arbitrarily by the force of convention. He even writes:

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 (Davidson 1986: 107).

However, the absence of strict rules does not have to mean that there is no normativity
involved in the process of interpretation. The passing theory sets the standard that one
has to meet to some degree to arrive at first meaning. It does not matter that there are no
strict instructions for how exactly to do it every time. The “rough maxims and methodo-

10 These ‘tests’ could involve many different things depending on the context but, generally, we are looking for
evidence to verify or falsify our prior theories. For instance, we (as interpreters) could have a theory that the speaker
is using the word ‘rat’ in a non-standard way, so we could point at something and ask: “By ‘rat’, do you mean this?”
However, the testing does not have to be explicit, as we can make inferences based on the speaker’s behaviour, etc.

' The word ‘theory’ here refers to a model of the interpreter’s linguistic competence and does not have to be
explicit in their mind. The process of interpretation (as presented by Davidson) somewhat resembles the process of
verifying a scientific theory. We start with a hypothesis (prior theory) that is further tested and refuted or refined to
come up with a final model (passing theory).

12 That may be a difference between first meaning and literal meaning, as the latter is often construed as ‘lin-
guistic’ meaning which is independent of the context. Meanwhile, the first meaning always emerges from individual
context and can be pragmatically enriched.
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logical generalities” can become more specific given the context and circumstances. Take,
for example, an unusual utterance like “Actually, fish do not exist”. If we know that the
speaker is a conspiracy theorist, we may assume that they mean that fish are some sort
of hoax, maybe that they are actually robots controlled by the government to spy on us.
However, if the speaker is a marine biologist or a specialist in the sociology of knowledge,
we should rather pursue the interpretation that there is something wrong with ‘fish’ as a
biological category (which is actually the case, since organisms that we call ‘fish’ do not
form a monophyletic group as, for example, mammals do). Different contexts give rise
to different standards and guide us toward the most plausible passing theory at any given
time. If that were not the case, it would be impossible to adjust and test our prior and
passing theories, as there would not be any standard to which we could adjust them. This
standard does not have to be clearly and strictly set, as the interpreter’s and the speaker’s
passing theories do not have to be identical (or, indeed, they cannot be, because what
would it mean for them to be the same?!?), but they have to overlap to the extent that we
can claim that the communication was successful. Davidson writes:

For the passing theory is the one the interpreter actually uses to interpret an utterance, and it
is the theory the speaker intends the interpreter to use. Only if these coincide is understand-
ing complete. (Of course, there are degrees of success in communication; much may be right
although something is wrong. This matter of degree is irrelevant to my argument.) The passing
theory is where, accident aside, agreement is greatest (Ibid.: 102).

Our prior and passing theories can be better or worse, as can be our interpretations,
but what ultimately matters most is whether they are successful — whether they maximise
agreement within the circumstances we are in.

If there is no ultimate set of rules and strict standards guiding our interpretation, this
means that we also have a choice while weighing evidence that can corroborate or falsify
our prior and passing theories. In face-to-face conversations, the situation is quite sim-
ple —if we have two possible interpretations of a speaker’s utterance, we can test both of
them and choose the one that fits best. A more problematic example is text interpretation
where our testing possibilities are limited, and where we have to weigh evidence more
carefully, as the risk of misinterpretation is higher. Ultimately, arriving at a passing theory
is more or less a matter of choice!4; if we agree that we have met the standard to the point

13 What I mean by that is that it would be difficult to give any criterion of identity between the interpreter’s
and the speaker’s passing theories, as, in this model of communication, there is no objective external convention,
semantic fact, or rule in which they are participating while grasping the same meaning. Ultimately, all we have is an
agreement that we understand each other, which can later be corroborated with successful cooperation.

14 This point can prima facie seem to be at odds with the statement that we are incapable of stopping under-
standing others at will. I think that the tension is only apparent. What we are actually unable to do is to avoid the
whole process of interpretation — as I stated above, when we hear a meaningful utterance, it is hard to dismiss it as
just random noise. However, starting the process of interpretation is not equal to arriving at a passing theory. This
reflects the main point of the article — being rational agents is not a matter of choice but of meeting the conditions set
by the principle of charity. On the other hand, how we, as rational agents, actually interpret the speaker’s utterances
is, to some degree, a matter of deliberate decision, as it is set in a context-local normative standard. The author
thanks the anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.
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of successful communication, there is not much left to do (from a metasemantic perspec-
tive). We can, of course, deepen our understanding of the meaning we came up with, but
it does not change the semantics unless we decide to exchange the whole interpretation
for an alternative one.

To summarise, if we take the interpretative practice under the construal of charity as
a practice which 1) is subject to a context-specific standard (even if somewhat vaguely
described), 2) can produce better or worse, but still rational, interpretations that can also
be mistaken, and 3) leaves both the interpreter and the speaker a decision to make about
which passing theory to choose, and how to weigh evidence that affects their interpretative
theories, then we should not have any doubts that the meanings which are the result of
this practice are inherently normative. I believe that my approach is also coherent with
Verheggen’s (2018) view on normative standards that are set in the process of triangu-
lation, as all that I call the evidence corroborating the passing theory — circumstances,
context, and specific position of the speaker — is positioned within the triangular relation
of the interpreter, the speaker (or, in general, other people who fulfil the constitutive ideal
of charity), and the external world, a point on which Verheggen puts great emphasis in
her proposal.

4. Addressing Key Challenges

4.1. Systematicity

Systematicity is the first principle of the first meaning that Davidson mentions. Systematic
relations between meanings and utterances, and between complex linguistic expressions
and their parts, are what enables us to understand potentially infinite meaningful utterances
on the basis of their components. This constraint can be met by appealing to linguistic rules
and conventions that would create a holistic system of interdependent semantic elements.
Davidson, of course, rejects that possibility but still wants to meet the systematicity re-
quirement!3. As Camp (2016: 119) points out, local contexts as separate individual cases
are not enough for systematicity to occur, as they include only a single utterance made by
a single speaker at a single time. While it is true that each passing theory’s explanatory
powers are limited to singular expressions, we cannot say that, overall, our interpretation
is strictly restricted to a given local context. We can extrapolate from different cases of
interpretation and similar social situations, agents, or circumstances, and base our inter-
pretation not only on the actual case but also on our experiences and broader contexts.
Systematicity is needed to explain how we are able to produce and interpret a potentially
indefinite number of utterances, and Davidson’s framework meets this requirement, even
if in a counterfactual manner. A passing theory is particular, but a given interpretative
strategy that helps us achieve the passing theory is a question which can work in many
different cases. Particular meaning that arises in context-local interpretation is not like

15 Davidson is clearly committed to semantic holism at the very basic level, as interrelated T-sentences form the
foundation of the whole semantic system.
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a Leibnizian monad — it can be a part of a more compositionally complex sentence.
Systematicity is preserved here differently than usual, but it is preserved nevertheless!®.

4.2. Stability, Idiosyncrasy, and Regularity

Another possible obstacle for a Davidsonian account of the normativity of meaning can
be the lack of regularity and stability that conventions and general, word-specific mean-
ing rules provide. This is one of the main concerns of both Camp (Ibid.) and Fennell
(2015) which makes them lean towards a moderate version of contextualism rather than
Davidsonian radical contextualism. However, their positions are not exactly the same.
Fennell mentions non-standard usages of language that can be difficult to explain without
reference to common, ‘global’!” linguistic structure backed by conventions. Any ‘unusual’
utterance presupposes the existence of an external standard that should be irrelevant from
the perspective of meanings embedded in local contexts. The problem appears to be that
the theory we want to defend has a hard time making sense of idiosyncrasy and linguistic
inventions. Supposedly, we have to weaken our theory in order to accommodate these issues
within its framework. This is the path Fennell chooses by presenting a weakened version
of Davidson’s anti-conventionalism: it is not the case that we do not need conventions
or external, shared standards at all, but we do not need any specific ones. To explain the
idiosyncratic use of one word or sentence, we need to assume that most other utterances
are in line with their conventional meaning, and, due to their stability, we can make an
inference about the unstable, exotic meaning in question. There are no highlighted con-
ventions that we need to keep, but still, we cannot abandon them all.

Camp also defends moderate conventionalism, but her insight is slightly different from
Fennell’s. In her view, conventions do not have to be strict and fixed, but they are one of
our biggest interpretative clues, and, most of the time, they vastly overlap with an inter-
preter’s prior theories. This makes them a default interpretational stance. When talking
about irony, metaphors, malapropisms, dialects, or other non-standard uses of language,
we can establish them as non-standard because we know the conventionalised standard
to which these linguistic phenomena are exceptions. Conventions play a big role in the
normativity of meaning and have significant explanatory force when formulating our prior
theories, but Camp insists that they are not strictly a necessary condition for achieving
meaning and successful communication. If radical interpretation is possible (and Camp
does not say it is not), there must be a way to meaningfully communicate outside of
convention. From the metasemantic point of view of Davidson’s theory, conventions are
redundant; however, they surely can play a significant role in the interpretation process,

16 Camp (Ibid.: 120) calls this counterfactual basis for systematicity “uncomfortably flimsy”. I do not think that
is the case. The principle of charity gives the meanings of our utterances rather solid general grounding, covering all
possible cases of interpretation. So, even if we have metasemantic particularism on the level of each passing theory,
constitutive rationality guarantees systematic interpretation.

17 In this context, I will use the term ‘global’ in opposition to ‘local’, not to denote any kind of universal
linguistic structure, but, rather, to denote a structure of arbitrary, conventionalised rules that is independent of our
contextualised local practices.
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especially since, in most scenarios, we are not in a situation of radical interpretation (or
even translation from scratch). But, what is more important in the Davidsonian account
I am presenting here it is that the normativity of meaning can be preserved without con-
ventions, as normativity is derived from local, contextualised standards that can, but do
not have to, be affected by conventions or general, ‘global’ rules, as the overlapping of
conventions and prior theories is coincidental. We can say that, in general, conventions
make interpretation easier, but they are not required for interpretation to be possible.

There is still a question to answer: what stabilises meanings, if not external linguistic
norms that we apply in communication? The answer is the regularity of our linguistic
behaviour. It is worth noting that, even in Lewis’ conventionalism, it is not that con-
ventions make our use of language regular — it is the other way around: the regularities
in behaviour are what constitutes conventions, which, for Lewis, are simply the most
efficient way to achieve successful communication. Conventions could not be the basis
for language, as they are made through language. Meaning is determined through a coor-
dination game, and conventions just happen to be the optimal strategy (see Lewis 1969;
Keiser 2023). We can say the same in Davidson’s framework — regularity is needed to
fulfil the coherence condition of the charity construal. We cannot interpret someone as a
coherent subject if their communicative behaviour is not regular but random. Even in the
case where someone used a linguistic invention only once, in order to interpret its mean-
ing, we have to assume that this use is regular and stable, and so that its meaning does
not fluctuate and change at random but is intended to be certain in possible future cases.
Otherwise, it is not interpretable at all, and the speaker does not meet the requirements
of constitutive charity.

I believe that we can agree with Fennell and Camp!8 that conventions play an explan-
atory role in cases of idiosyncrasy, without falling into any form of conventionalism in
metasemantics and discourse on the normativity of meaning. Even if we need to refer to
conventions to explain idiosyncrasy, we do not have to do so to explain the normativity
of meaning or justify our metasemantic theory. It is safe to say that idiosyncrasy is pos-
sible only if the prior theory is overlapping at least to some extent with conventionalised
rules of meaning. In the case of radical interpretation, we cannot even apply the concept
of idiosyncrasy, as we do not have any reason to do so without broader knowledge about
the speaker, their life and customs, the culture they live in, and finally the conventions
they share in their community (if any). Idiosyncrasy is not essential for meaning and its
normativity, just as convention is not.

I8 T have omitted Camp’s possibly most important argument against Davidson’s local contextualism, namely,
that Davidson intends in his theory to keep the distinction between literal and speaker meaning (see Donnellan 1966,
1968). This intention is contradictory to his rejection of conventionalism, as the notion of literal meaning is often
presented as conventionalised meaning. This leaves us with a choice: either we accept at least a moderate version of
conventionalism (like Camp does), or else we revise Davidson’s idea of keeping the distinction. Davidson himself is
not very explicit on this issue, but I do not believe this argument is particularly important from the perspective of this
paper. Considerations about the relations between first (or literal) meaning and speaker meaning do not change much
regarding whether meaning is normative in this account. Even if it were important, I do not think that abolishing this
distinction is a big price to pay.
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4.3. Linguistic Mistakes

The argument from the impossibility of making a mistake was probably the most prom-
inent argument against normativity in Davidson’s (meta)semantics. I already addressed
that issue briefly, but it may need some further elaboration. Bilgrami (1992: 103) claims
that Davidson’s anti-conventionalism means that no word has a built-in correctness con-
dition. For example, if someone calls a ketch a ‘yawl’, this need not be a mistake — it
might simply mean that, in their idiolect, “yawl” = ketch. Similarly, Bert (from Burge’s
‘arthritis’ example; see Burge 1979) might not misuse ‘arthritis’ but rather mean some-
thing like tharthritis (which is a distinct concept). If that were true, it would be impos-
sible to make a linguistic mistake in Davidson’s framework. All such apparent errors
would be just unexpected uses of language, and it would make no sense to evaluate them
as incorrect.

My answer to this allegation aligns in some way with Fennell’s (2015: 69, 73) view.
Depending on the evidence and the prior theory, we might arrive at a different interpre-
tation of this kind of unusual use. We could say that the speaker actually wanted to call
a ketch a ‘yawl’, knowing what both of these words mean (for some specific reason),
or maybe they wanted to use that name referentially and made a mistake (in the given
context), or maybe they do, in fact, call all ketches ‘yawls’. Making a mistake in the
presented framework would not be related to some general, ‘global’ standard but to a
local, contextualised standard that our interpretation does not align with. We cannot be
mistaken at the level of the general maxims of correspondence and coherence that make
interpretation possible, but we can make a blunder within this constitutive ideal, e.g., by
attributing to the speaker some particular belief that they, in fact, do not have. It would
cover the cases where the interpreter agrees with the speaker on the passing theory with-
out enough testing, while assuming that their passing theories overlap when they do
not. Perhaps, more importantly, it would explain the exemplary case of a speaker who
wanted to match their utterance with the expectations of the interpreter to maximise the
chance of being understood, but they were mistaken about what the actual expectations
were, or they had a wrong belief about how the word they used regarding the way it was
commonly used by the audience.

It is important to note that many normativists (see, e.g., Glock 2015: 845) distinguish
between two types of correctness: semantic correctness, which involves understanding
the word’s meaning, and factual correctness, which relies on how the world actually is.
From this distinction follow two types of mistakes. Linguistic mistakes (as presented
above) are a product of using a word without actual knowledge of its meaning, like
when we call a ketch a ‘yaw!’, because we do not know the definition of ‘yawl’. Factual
mistakes, on the other hand, appear when we do, in fact, know the meaning of the word
but are mistaken in the matter of facts, e.g., misidentifying a yawl (while knowing what
a yawl is) because of the poor visibility conditions. The former category is the focus
of this paper, but I do not see a reason why the latter could not also be governed by the
proposed framework.
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4.4. Many faces of conventionalism

In the presented view, conventions are unnecessary for the metasemantics, which means
that they are not required to ground meaning. However, it can be pointed out that nor-
mativists such as Glock (2010) or Schroeder (2024) do not endorse the idea that con-
ventions play a significant metasemantic role in grounding meaning, but rather that they
constitute meaning, answering the question “What is meaning?” and not “What grounds
meaning?”. It is a valid point. Nonetheless, one can argue that it relies on a narrow inter-
pretation of the notion of metasemantics. According to Burgess and Sherman (2014: 3),
we can distinguish three aspects of metasemantics: (1) basic metasemantics, which asks,
“What are semantic properties grounded in?”’; (2) theory of meaning, which asks, “What
is it for an expression to mean something?”; and (3) metaphysics of semantic values,
which asks, “What is meaning?”. Given this distinction, we can say that both of the
aforementioned questions are metasemantic in nature, they just pertain to different fea-
tures of it. Nevertheless, metasemantic or not, a question about grounding is different
from a question about constitution. As the topic of the ontology of meaning goes beyond
the scope of this paper, it has to be said that the proposed idea opposes conventionalism
understood as a basic metasemantic position and not the metaphysical one.

That being said, even if convention is presented as something not different from
meaning itself, not something ‘external’ that governs it but as its intrinsic component, the
alternative position still stands on its own, because convention (however it is formulated)
is not a mandatory part of prior theory or passing theory. By stating that conventions
are ‘external’ or ‘premade’, I do not mean that they are by any means not arbitrary or
intersubjectively shared, as arbitrariness is built into the concept of convention. The
‘externality’ of convention indicates here that it creates a general, ‘global’ standard of
correctness independent of our will. As speakers, we are in some way committed to this
standard, even if our individual ability to shape this convention is very limited, not to
say non-existent!'®. Conversely, context-local standards of communication are partially
dependent on the speaker and interpreter agreement conditions, which can, to some ex-
tent, be shaped by themselves?0.

5. Conclusion

We should not assume that if a theory of meaning cannot fit into the ‘correctness’ or
‘prescriptive’ account of normativity, such a theory has no place for the normativity of
meaning at all. However, there are certain tensions between the specific framework pre-
sented in this paper and some aspects of standard normativist theory of meaning. In this
paper, I have presented an account of meaning that is undoubtedly normative (without

19 We can, of course, argue about our ability to change already existing concepts and their conventional use,
which is essentially what the entire discussion of conceptual engineering is partly about (see Cappelen 2018).

20 The author would like to express gratitude to the anonymous reviewer for highlighting the need for this elab-
oration, as well as for the last point of the previous section.
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deriving its normativity from ‘global’ norms or conventions) while preserving constraints
of systematicity, stability, and regularity, and retaining the ability to explain phenomena
such as malapropisms (and linguistic mistakes in general), idiosyncrasy, and novel uses
of language. This is achieved without committing to the idea that some utterances are
generally and ultimately correct or incorrect, or that meaning norms require of us some
strict, specific use, independent of the context, as in the ‘prescriptive’ construal of the
normativity of meaning. To summarise, in this paper I have argued that (a) there is an
alternative way to understand semantic normativity, (b) this alternative way relies on
Davidson’s metasemantics, and (¢) it can accommodate certain linguistic phenomena and
hold against some noticeable objections.
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