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Abstract 
 

Decision theory plays a central role in Davidson’s work. Based on the experimen-
tations led in Stanford during the 1950s, it is possible to track down the origins 
and the foundations of the unified theory of thought, meaning and action. The 
‘wording effect’ and the omission of meanings undermine decision theory as a 
whole, hence the need to enlarge the basis of decision theory by integrating an in-
terpretation theory that reflects mental holism more accurately. 
 
Keywords: Decision Theory, Interpretation Theory, Mental Holism, Unified Theory. 

 
 

Not much attention is usually paid to Da-
vidson’s reflections on the role of decision theory 
in interpretation. These are, however, quintes-
sential for anyone willing to understand Da-
vidson’s holism and the way his theory of lan-
guage and that of rational action intermingle.  

Engel 1994: 111 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Very few studies have focused on Donald Davidson’s work on decision theory:1 
the emphasis has rather been put on his groundbreaking work on action theory 
and philosophy of language.2 Nevertheless, Davidson is, in many respects, a ma-
jor author of experimental economics, which developed in the United States in 
the 1950s. Besides, it is worth noticing the significance of decision theory in Da-
vidson’s work—as evidenced by his numerous articles in which he deals with 
both his research at Stanford in the 1950s3 and his attempt, based on Richard 
Jeffrey’s research, to build a ‘unified’ theory of action and language that would 
overcome the weaknesses of decision theory. At least two approaches exist to 
gauge and put under perspective Davidson’s research work on decision theory. 

	  
1 Yet, Isaac Levi 1999 and Piers Rawling 2001 are worthy of quoting. 
2 For instance, Lepore and McLaughlin 1985, Lepore 1986. 
3 See Davidson 1980, 1985.  



Pol-Vincent Harnay & Pétronille Rème 

	  

40 

A first approach, through an emphasis on economics, would consist in examin-
ing into details the axiomatizations outlined by Davidson and his team in Stan-
ford—including Patrick Suppes. The point would be to understand the theoreti-
cal foundations of their experiments as well as their role in the debates dealing 
with the theory of expected utility and, as a whole, their place in experimental 
economics.4 It is, however, another approach that will be tackled here, one that 
is conclusive with the interdisciplinarity of Davidson’s writings. The approach 
implies relying on the lessons and criticisms formed by Davidson himself after 
his testing in decision theory to better understand the embeddedness between 
decision theory and interpretation theory. I quote: “Theory of meaning as I see 
it and Bayesian decision theory, are made for each other”.5 The interest of such 
an approach lies, first, in its purpose that is to understand the origin of the uni-
fied theory of thought, meaning and action that was ardently defended by Da-
vidson as of the 1980s. It was indeed from the experiments led in Stanford and 
the criticizing of decision theory that Davidson devised a more inclusive model 
of decision, one putting together decision theory and philosophy of language. 
Secondly, the approach sheds light on the consistency of Davidson’s work by 
offering a particular example of its ideas on mental holism.  

In order to understand the interactions and imbrications between decision 
theory and interpretation theory, it is worth analyzing the central role of deci-
sion theory in Davidson’s thought through a focus (2. Davidson and decision 
theory: from early experiments to the “sophisticated” theory of reason explana-
tions) on the experiments he carried out at the beginning of his career and above 
all by underlining the connections pointed out between decision theory and ac-
tion theory. The different failures Davidson faced when he was an experimental 
psychologist6 are mostly due to skipping meanings in standard decision theory. 
Yet, the significance of meanings comes from the fact that choices are usually 
expressed verbally. As a result, when an experimenter, as often it was often the 
case in the 1950s, puts forward a behaviorist solution—according to which the 
mind is like a black box collecting data through stimuli, producing pieces of in-
formation in response—to the issue of measuring utilities and probabilities, he 
or she imposes a language. This language corresponds to the formulations of the 
options on which choices are made. A discrepancy can consequently appear be-
tween the meanings as perceived by the subjects’ experiments and the ones for 
an experimenter devising his or her protocol. The criticism is relevant since ana-
lyzing these meanings would offer an additional mental component to the ex-
perimenter, which would allow him or her to have a better understanding of the 
reasons behind decision. From that base,7  Davidson developed in the early 
1980s a unified theory of action, language and interpretation (2. From decision 
theory to the unified theory of thought, meaning and action). Desires and beliefs 
are typically expressed verbally and Davidson reckons that the act of stating of-
fers a piece of information that is directly linked to those desires and beliefs: one 
cannot understand what a person says if the former does not comprehend what 
the latter believes and desires. In other words, desires, beliefs, and meanings are 
connected by a strong mutual dependence that offers a significant image of the 

	  
4 For a detailed account of this approach, see Harnay 2008. 
5 Davidson 1980: 158. 
6 Davidson 1974a, 2001c: 236. 
7 Davidson (1985) did use the term “base” to refer to his unified model. 
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mind. This image is both more relevant and significant than the standard behav-
ior approach as its explanatory scope encompasses an additional datum, namely 
meanings: “The real problems of decision theory are problems of interpreta-
tion”.8  
 

2. Davidson and Decision Theory: From Early Experiments to 
the “Sophisticated” Theory of Reason Explanations 

Decision theory was a particular component of Davidson’ career. It was the first 
project he worked on after his PhD on Plato’s Philebus. During the 1950s, Da-
vidson published many articles about decision theory in which he detailed—
along with Patrick Suppers—several experiments aiming at gauging the theory 
of expected utility’s empirical validity—this theory being the cornerstone of de-
cision theory. Furthermore, his purpose was to offer an empirical interpretation 
of the theory, one that is testable.9 

Without explaining axiomatic into detail, it is relevant, though, to have a 
look on what Davidson learned from his experiments so as to understand why 
decision theory was so crucial for him. Interpreting the criticism expressed by 
Davidson on decision theory will be useful to fathom the emergence and the 
genesis of the problem of interpretation, which was his main topic of interest 
from the 1970s on and which fueled the afore-mentioned unified theory (2.1). In 
view of these analyses, it will be relevant to broadly introduce the connections 
between decision theory and action theory according to Davidson (2.2).  

 
2.1 Lessons from Decision Theory 

For the purpose of this article, I have decided to rely on the decision model that 
Davidson detailed in 1957 in Decision Making: An Experimental Approach. Such a 
choice is not trivial. After all, Davidson himself mentioned the model several 
times,10 underscoring with thoroughness its weaknesses and limits. In both cas-
es, the point was either to draw an analogy with interpretation theory11 or to 
highlight mental holism.12 The experiments resulted for Davidson in various 
ways of tackling his unified theory: because of different effects—including an 
effect of formulation—undermining the experiments’ results (2.1.2), Davidson 
decided to promote the need to combine decision theory and communication 
theory.13 He added: “A radical theory of decision must include a theory of inter-
pretation and cannot presuppose it”.14 Likewise, the behaviorist solution sys-
tematically showcased by the experiments in Stanford—which Davidson strong-
ly criticized—is a way to pinpoint mental holism that was a recurrent topic of 
discussion among Davidson’s commentators (2.1.3). These two approaches will 
be analyzed after a brief overview of the 1957 model’s results (2.1.1). 

 
 

	  
8 Davidson 1999: 32. 
9 Davidson 1957: 4. 
10 Davidson 1980, 1985. 
11 Davidson 1974a, 1974b, 2001b: 145, 2001c: 238. 
12 Davidson 1997, 2001a: 126-27.	  
13 Davidson 1974a, 2001c: 237. 
14 Davidson 1974b, 2001b: 147. 
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2.1.1 The 1957 Model 

Davidson’s input in 1957 took place as the foundations of the theory had al-
ready been laid, especially by the canonical model of Von Neumann and Mor-
genstern (Theory of Games and Economic Behavior [1947], corresponding to the se-
cond edition in which the appendix on the axiomatization of utility can be 
found). Within ten years, the epistemological and analytical stakes of their 
model were being discussed while the concepts used by Von Neumann and 
Morgenstern were being questioned—leading new axioms to be put forward, 
especially those by Friedman and Savage in 1948 and 1952.15 In this regard, the 
article by Friedman and Savage (1948) can be quoted as an attempt to empirical-
ly validate Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s expected utility theory. More pre-
cisely, it aims at collecting observations that deal with the behavioral choice of 
individuals facing risky outcomes in order to verify whether these observations 
are conclusive with what scholars call Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s “ex-
pected utility theory”. Finally, the goal is to examine the impact of the observa-
tions on the curve representing the utility function, especially in terms of aver-
sion or appeal to risk. 

Davidson’s theory, in line with that trend, is complex in many respects.  
The first respect has to do with its very purpose: as evidenced by the subtitle 

of his book written with Siegel and Suppes, Decision Making (1957), Davidson 
wanted to adopt “an experimental approach”. According to them, “no satisfying 
empirical interpretation of decision theory has been offered, therefore it is im-
possible to test it”.16 

The second one is linked to its method: Davidson, Suppes and Siegel ex-
pressed a whole set of theoretical hypotheses that were testable through rephras-
ing Von Neumann Morgenstern and Savage’s theory and that aimed at checking 
whether individuals maximized their expected utility by offering them several 
risky gambles. Based on empirical data, the scientists were able to devise a scale 
of utilities, evenly spaced, to verify the hypothesis of expected utility. What they 
did to conceive that scale was openly inspired by Frank Ramsey’s works and in 
particular his operational method17 allowing him to determine at the same time 
utilities and probabilities. 

	  
15 Even though the influence of Von Neumann and Morgenstern on Davidson and all 
was significant, the Stanford team clearly followed the path of Friedman and Savage’s 
works (1948), as proven by the attempt to obtain, thanks to experiences, utility curves 
similar to the ones hypothetically described by Friedman and Savage (for further details 
and a detailed account on the influences of the 1957 model, please see Harnay 2008). 
16 Davidson 1957: 3. 
17 Ramsey’s aim in Truth and Probability (1926) was to underscore the link between the 
subjective degree of belief that one has in a proposition p and its current probability. Fur-
thermore, he focused on the way a degree of belief by an agent on a given proposition 
could be measured. If this agent applies a certain number of norms on rationality, then 
the degree of belief can be represented by a measure that is conclusive with the laws of 
mathematics of probability, according to Ramsey. Ramsey’s method consists of a ruler 
that represents numerically (thanks to different values) the way a person estimates the 
probability that something happens. The method consequently makes it possible to 
phrase a theory that would comprise several axioms requiring a rational behavior from 
the agent. From these axioms, one can calculate both the cardinal numbers of utilities 
(namely the subjective values of an individual on issues) and the extent to which an indi-
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One major criticism of such a model expressed by Davidson is that some ef-
fects, like the formulation effect, undermine the results of Stanford team’s exper-
iments.  

 
2.1.2 The Formulation Effect 

Before analyzing into details the content and the scope of the effect, two re-
marks have to be highlighted.  

First, the harshest criticisms against the model in 1957 and broadly speak-
ing against decision theory were only expressed by Davidson about twenty years 
after Stanford’s first experiments. All along his career in experimental psycholo-
gy, Davidson commented upon the model merely a few times. For instance, 
Davidson and his colleagues discovered that winning or losing several times in a 
row made subjects respectively optimistic or pessimistic. As a result, this had an 
impact on the subjects’ subsequent responses to similar offers. The increasing (or 
decreasing) amount of money at play also influenced choices. This means that 
one must identify these distortions and find a way of avoiding contamination of 
all the choices made.18 Those are the kind of observations that are in Decision 
Making—observations that Davidson tried to address during the 1950s.  

The second remark underscores the significance of psychologist Ward Ed-
wards’ experiments (University of Michigan) in understanding the weaknesses 
of decision theory pointed out by Davidson. Edwards could be arguably viewed 
as the first experimental psychologist to describe in details all the variables that 
could affect subject’s choices, in one way or another. By showing how subjects 
systematically diverge from the objective model, Edwards opened the way to 
considering globally the psychological factors that influence choices. In 1954, 
Edwards talked about a particular effect: the “wording effect”. In Edwards’ 
mind, the wording effect corresponds to a test during which the experimenter 
changes the way options are verbalized by reversing the proposal that describes 
both gains and losses.19 Broadly speaking, the idea is to verify whether a reversal 
in preference results from the reversal in wording. In other words, does the 
wording influence the preferences expressed by subjects? From that point on, 
Davidson defended the idea that including a theory of interpretation in decision 
theory was necessary.  

In Decision Making, Edwards is quoted twice, though for other reasons than 
the “wording effect”. In addition to distortions mentioned above, another issue 
expressed is the “recency effect”: even with the special die used, subjects got at-
tached to specific nonsense syllables, for example “if the same syllable came up 
three times in succession”.20 To overcome the problem, the authors postponed 

	  
vidual believes in a proposal determining issues and the way it influences his behavior on 
a gamble.  
18 Davidson, Suppes, Siegel 1957: 53. 
19 The options presented to the subjects were phrased as follows: “I toss a coin. If it 
comes up heads, I pay you $2.00. If it comes up tails, you pay me $1.00” (Edwards 
1954), regarding the bets with a positive expected value. By presenting the losses before 
the gains while offering the same expected value, the goal was to know whether a change 
in the subjects’ choices occurred.  
20 Davidson, Suppes, Siegel 1957: 54. 
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the payoffs and used three dice instead of one and “the die in use was changed 
after each toss”.21 

In 1974, Davidson, in his article Belief and the basis of meaning, quoted Ed-
wards through referring, directly this time, to the “wording effect”:  

 
There is not just an analogy between decision theory and interpretation theory, 
there is a connection. Seen from the side of decision theory, there is what Ward 
Edwards once dubbed the ‘presentation problem’ for empirical applications of 
decision theory. To learn the preferences of an agent, particularly among com-
plex gambles, it is obviously necessary to describe the options in words. But how 
can the experimenter know what those words mean to the subject? (Davidson 
1974: 147). 

 
The argument is particularly relevant for the purpose of this article: Davidson 
established a parallel between decision theory and interpretation theory after 
criticizing the decision theory itself. He also mentioned the deadlock on mean-
ings, whereas they are mental data necessary to reach a correct overview of the 
behaviors leading to deeds. This point will be developed in part 2.2. 

The other main criticism of Davidson on decision theory deals with the be-
haviorist approach, which was systematically put into lights during Stanford’s 
experiments.  

 
2.1.3 The Dismissal of Behaviorism 

The solution advanced by Davidson, Suppes and Siegel to the problem of meas-
uring utilities (desires) and probabilities (beliefs) is a behaviorist approach,22 as 
explained by Davidson himself: “All we had to do was to give a clear behavior-
istic interpretation to ‘S prefers A to B’ and decision theory [...] became a pow-
erful empirical theory, eminently testable, and palpably false”.23 

According to Davidson, behaviorism is problematic in its attempt to view-
ing mental conditions as simple physical conditions.24 A theory taking into ac-
count solely the physical aspect of mental conditions is indeed not worth con-
sidering, for Davidson: human behavior is part of nature (in this regard, “all 
mental events ultimately, perhaps through causal relations with other mental 
events, have causal intercourse with physical events”)25 but the idea according to 
which voluntary action can be applied to determinist principles, like that of 
physics, is to be dismissed. One reason for the dismissal of strict psychophysics’ 
principles has to do with the holistic character of the cognitive field, which im-
poses to factor a growing number of components related to beliefs and motives 
for action. In other words, had this hypothetical physical theory of mental 
events rested upon such a foundation, it would have collapsed because of men-

	  
21 Ibid. 
22 Davidson, Suppes, Siegel 1957: 12. 
23 Davidson 1976, 2001c: 270. 
24 This has to do with the idea of anomalous monism: “The nomological irreducibility of 
the psychological means, if I am right, that the social sciences cannot be expected to de-
velop in ways exactly parallel to the physical sciences, nor can we expect ever to be able 
to explain and predict human behavior with the kind of precision that is possible in prin-
ciple for physical phenomena”, see Davidson 1974a. 
25 Davidson 1970, 2001c: 208. 
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tal holism that requires to add an increasing amount of pieces of information to 
be understood. The temptation to narrow decision theory to match physical sci-
ences is thus doomed—impacting concurrently the possibility of empirically 
testing the theory, that is to say probing its expected results. 

Nevertheless, though Davidson seems to condemn decision theory for the 
complexity—or even the impossibility—of testing the axioms of the field’s ca-
nonical models, he reaches a subtler conclusion:  

 
I think I have an argument to show that the main empirical thrust of an explana-
tion of an action in decision theory, or of a reason explanation, does not come from 
the axioms of decision theory, or ‘the assumption of rationality’, but rather from the 
attributions of desires, preferences, or beliefs (Davidson 1976, 2001c: 273). 
 

Studying the links between decision theory and action theory will help going 
deeper into this idea.  

 
2.2 Decision Theory and Action Theory 

In the 1960-70s, Davidson imagined a theory of action that had many common-
alities with decision theory, especially in its structure. Both theories shared the 
same goals by dealing with the reasons for acting, first, and the choices available 
for action, on the other hand: action theory aims at explaining the motives for 
an isolated deed while decision theory explains why an agent chooses one ac-
tion among perfectly reasonable others:  
 

Decision theory is a way of systematizing the relations among beliefs, desires, 
and actions. It does this by imposing a complex, but clearly defined, pattern on 
the way in which people's beliefs and desires interact (Davidson 1997, 2001a: 126). 

 
First of all, both action theory and decision theory rely on an analysis of the 

roles, respectively, of desires (preferences) and beliefs (probabilities). They are, 
then, based on the same principle of practical syllogism as proposed by Aristotle 
and consequently offer a “teleological” perspective. 

Davidson’s decision theory, built on models and experiments from 1957-
59, proved that desires and beliefs could be identified, singled out and meas-
ured—which cannot be done in action theory:  

 
Given the idealized conditions postulated by the theory, Ramsey’s method 
makes it possible to identify the relevant beliefs and desires uniquely. Instead of 
talking of postulation, we might put the matter this way: to the extent that we 
can see the actions of an agent as falling into a consistent (rational) pattern of a 
certain sort, we can explain those actions in terms of a system of quantified be-
liefs and desires (Davidson 1975, 2001b: 160). 
 

Action theory does not offer sophistication because of its structure and its 
underlying concepts, especially the one on rationality:  
 

Two ideas are built into the concept of acting on a reason (and hence, the con-
cept of behaviour generally): the idea of cause and the idea of rationality. A rea-
son is a rational cause. One way rationality is built in is transparent: the cause 
must be a belief and a desire in the light of which the action is reasonable. But 
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the rationality also enters more subtly, since the way desire and belief work to 
cause the action must meet further, and unspecified, conditions. The advantage 
of this mode of explanation is clear: we can explain behaviour without having to 
know too much about how it was caused. And the cost is appropriate: we cannot 
turn this mode of explanation into something more like a science (Davidson 
1974, 2001c: 233). 

 
The principal difference between action theory and Davidson’s decision 

theory lies in the fact that the action theory he coined is a particular simple form 
of explanation by reasons that does not factor the way an agent makes a choice 
among several actions:  
 

The discussion so far has been hampered, if not hamstrung, by my sticking to a 
particularly simple form of reason explanation, and this has prevented me from 
saying anything sensible about a number of problems, such as how an agent 
might be expected to choose among several competing actions, each of which is 
recommended by reasons he has. Similarly, no mention has been made of the ef-
fect of variations in the strength of desire, or degree of belief. The theory of deci-
sion making under uncertainty is designed to cope with these matters (Davidson 
1976, 2001c: 268). 

 
Likewise, action theory does not include the variations in desires’ intensity 

or the degrees of belief—as these issues have to do with decision theory.  
For Davidson, however, decision theory is a refined action theory since it 

moves toward “scientific respectability”: “It gives up trying to explain actions 
one at time by appeal to something more basic, and instead postulates a pattern 
in behavior from which beliefs and attitudes can be inferred”.26  

Action and decision theories resort to a similar analytical reasoning. Action 
theory does not have a formal structure nor give the option to decide between 
two equally desirable actions. As for decision theory, it is static by dismissing 
meanings.27 Davidson explains: “Decision theory purports to describe a static 
situation: the pattern of a person’s attitudes and beliefs at a moment”.28 Earlier 
in the same article, he had shed light on the limits of a static theory on proposi-
tional behaviors: “how could we tell that subjects weren’t influenced in their 
preferences by the experiment itself—that their preferences weren’t changing as 
we went along?”.29 

In order to overcome these shortfalls, Davidson introduced a new theory 
aiming at better assessing mental holism. 
 

3. From Decision Theory to the Unified Theory of Thought, 
Meaning and Action 

According to Davidson, decision theory, because of its formal nature and its 
normative mission, is silent about worldly matters; its abstract structure does not 

	  
26 Davidson 1974, 2001c: 235. 
27 Decision theory is static in that it fails to consider the instances when a person does not 
necessarily make the same choice while facing the same options, even when the circum-
stances leading to choosing are the same.  
28 Davidson 1976: 271. 
29 Ibid. 
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provide meaningful interpretation about the terms it uses, such as “to prefer”.30 
In other words, one of the main criticisms regarding decision theory in the 1950s 
deals with its avoidance of providing meanings. And it is precisely by adding 
these elements (2.1) that the unified theory emerged (2.2). 

 
3.1 Adding Meanings 

In his article A new basis for decision theory31 published in 1985 in a journal entitled 
Theory and Decision, Donald Davidson mentioned the recurrent difficulty of ex-
perimental decision theory: the experimenter acknowledges the analyses of 
meanings, or, more precisely, the way the subjects interpret the different objects 
of decision theory, such as gambles and their outcomes. 

In his essay Expressing Evaluations (1984), which tackled directly such a dif-
ficulty, Davidson explained what the problems were: 
 

Bayesian decision theories have a fatal drawback: they simply assume that an in-
terpreter can tell what propositions an agent is evaluating or choosing between, 
or which interpreted sentences express the agent’s preferences [...] Decision theo-
ry begins with simple preferences between propositions; once these have been 
identified, the theory allows us to extract the beliefs and desires that went into, 
and explain, the preferences. But it says nothing about what determined the ob-
jects of the original simple preferences. Preferences are, of course, manifested in 
behavior in many ways. But this fact does not tell us how the content of prefer-
ences is fixed (Davidson 1984, 2004: 29). 

 
This quote points out that not mentioning meanings in fact leads to at least two 
subsequent problems. 

By leaving meanings out, decision theory overlooks an essential part of 
mental data that incite an agent to make a choice or a decision. By neglecting 
the analysis of meanings (or taking it for granted), decision theory is theory con-
fined to a behaviorist approach whereas language is what ties the agent to peo-
ple and to the surrounding world. 

Another issue, correlated to the first one, can be summed up by using Da-
vidson’s own words: neglecting the analysis of meanings implies “establishing 
the correctness of an attribution of belief or desire involves much the same prob-
lems as showing that we have understood the words of another”.32 More pre-
cisely, decision theory and interpretation theory account for tools of measuring 
interdependently mental contents, by resorting to similar methods. By ignoring 
interpretation theory, decision theory does without an additional tool that 
would provide, yet, a better understanding of mental contents. 

This is why, according to Davidson, “what we must add to decision theory, 
or incorporate in it, is a theory of interpretation for the agent, a way of telling 
what he means by his words”.33  

Nevertheless, in order to do so does not mean adding to the 1957 model of 
decision ad hoc meanings but instead trying to interpret the meanings of pro-
posals in actors’ eyes, while having access to their beliefs and desires.  

	  
30 Davidson 1999: 32. 
31 The article is a revised version by Davidson 1980. 
32 Davidson 1974a, 2001c: 237. 
33 Davidson 1980, 2004: 155. 
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In other words, the aim is to conceive a theory, based on standard models 
of decision theory, integrating the analysis of meanings without, nonetheless, 
supposing in advance the existence of data to be explained: “this addition must 
be made in the absence of detailed information about beliefs, desires, or inten-
tions”.34 

Analyzing meanings in decision is essential in view of the way experiment-
ers usually assume that the words used by the subject and those used by the ex-
perimenter can be interpreted similarly. When choices are offered to the exper-
iment’s subjects, language and its meanings are somehow imposed to the indi-
vidual.35 According to Davidson, notwithstanding, imposing a language to the 
experimenter gets round the meanings that the subjects would give to the pro-
posals and therefore neglects the information on the subjects’ behavior influ-
enced by the analysis of these meanings:  
 

To learn the preferences of an agent, particularly among complex gambles, it is 
obviously necessary to describe the options in words. But how can the experi-
menter know what those words mean to the subject? The problem is not merely 
theoretical: it is well known that two descriptions of what the experimenter takes 
to be the same option may elicit quite different responses from a subject (Da-
vidson 1974b: 147). 

 
For Davidson, however, the necessary interaction between decision theory 

and the interpretation of language goes farther. Both theories complement each 
other since they are tools to measure mental activities and deal with combined 
elements:  

 
Theory of meaning as I see it, and Bayesian decision theory, are evidently made 
for each other. Decision theory must be freed from the assumption of an inde-
pendently determined knowledge of meaning; theory of meaning calls for a theo-
ry of degree of belief in order to make serious use of relations of evidential sup-
port (Davidson 1980, 2004: 158).  

 
As we have just seen, the criticism toward decision theory by Davidson 

echoes the various remarks made by Tversky in 1975 and displays many forms 
in Davidson’s several articles. 
 

3.2 Toward a Unified Theory of Action, Language and Meaning  

Integrating meanings allows Davidson to provide a broader theory where mean-
ings, beliefs and desires are codetermined. This is in fact the unified theory of 
action, language and interpretation (2.2.2). In order to single out beliefs, desires 
and meanings, the experimenter turns into an interpreter (2.2.1). 
 

3.2.1 When the Experimenter Becomes Interpreter 

By placing the role of meanings at the very core of decision theory in its Jeffrey 
version, Davidson enlarges the experimenter’s initial part. In fact, its part will 

	  
34 Ibid. 
35 Davidson 1974a, 2001c: 236-237. In a subtler way, one could say that meanings are 
supposed to be known as they come from the experimenter himself. 
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extend to that of an interpreter. As mentioned by Davidson, “theory of interpre-
tation is the business jointly of the linguist, psychologist and philosopher”.36 In 
other words, by adding meanings and by considering them as seminal in indi-
viduals’ choices, the experimenter has to measure both the cardinal utilities and 
the subjective probabilities but also has to interpret the subjects’ utterances. Ac-
cording to Davidson, such a procedure would be as much a mental-measuring 
tool as that of Ramsey—though the former would be more precise than the latter.  

Turning the experimenter into an interpreter requires a profound interac-
tion with the subject. Particularly, the interpretation mentioned by Davidson 
implies a comparison of the desires, beliefs and meanings of the subjects with 
those of the experimenter. Doing so, Davidson offers a groundbreaking view in 
the debate about interpersonal comparisons, those that set the standards for eve-
ryone to compare each other. 

Yet, the upgrade of experimenter’s role is only a detail shadowing the 
broader spectrum. As a whole, it is the entire empirical cornerstone—i.e. every 
mental information acquired—that is extended: meanings have to be processed 
at the same time as desires and beliefs. Decision theory has to integrate a theory 
of meaning.  
 

3.2.2 The Unified Theory 

More than twenty years after Decision Making (1957), Davidson offered a unified 
theory of decision and interpretation during the 1980s. 

The original 1957 model described in the first part was enhanced and trans-
formed through several articles written in the 1970s and 80s. In order to do so, 
this enhanced model was included into a broader “unified” theory by Davidson 
(1980). The term is justified by the very nature of theory’s purpose, a triplet (de-
sire, belief, meaning) that encompasses a similar theoretical reasoning as well as 
a distinct approach since Davidson points out complex causalities between these 
concepts, which induce that one concept cannot be determined without the oth-
er two being determined simultaneously too.  

Decision theory and interpretation theory aim at solving two problems: 
pulling apart the role of beliefs and desires for the former, separating that of be-
liefs and meanings for the latter.  

As evoked earlier, Davidson discovered that decision theory assumes that 
one can identify and individualize the proposals that lean toward propositional 
behaviors like desires and beliefs. Nevertheless, the ability to identify the propo-
sitions underpinning an agent’s behavior is not to be separated from the one 
consisting in comprehending what the agent says.37 Davidson adds that one 
usually realizes what he or she wants, prefers or believes solely by interpreting 
those words.38 For the author, it is not easier to correctly establish the fact of at-
tributing a desire to something than interpreting someone’s discourse. There is, 
still, a need to go farther and state that both problems are identical. As a whole, 
one cannot determine beliefs without mastering the language of an individual; 
and one cannot master the language of someone without knowing what he or 
she believes:  

	  
36 Davidson 1974b, 2001b: 141-42. 
37 Davidson 1980, 2004: 155. 
38 Davidson 1990: 318. 
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In order to interpret verbal behavior, we must be able to tell when a speaker 
holds a sentence he speaks to be true. But sentences are held to be true partly be-
cause of what he believed, and partly because of what the speaker means by his 
words. The problem of interpretation therefore is the problem of abstracting sim-
ultaneously the roles of belief and meaning from the pattern of sentences to 
which a speaker subscribes over time. The situation is like that in decision theo-
ry: just as we cannot infer beliefs from choices without also inferring desires, so 
we cannot decide what a man means by what he says without at the same time 
constructing a theory about what he believes (Davidson 1974, 2001c: 238). 

 
The unified theory of decision and interpretation suggested by Davidson can be 

seen as a response to the experimental issues encountered by the Stanford team: 
 

But stating theses mutual dependencies [between theory of meaning and decision 
theory] is not enough, for neither theory can be developed first as a basis for the 
other. There is no way to add on to the other in order to get started, each re-
quires an element drawn from the other. What is wanted is a unified theory that 
yields degree of belief, utilities on interval scale, and interpretation of speech 
without assuming any of them (Davidson 1980: 158). 

 
Among the expected results of such a theory, one could mention the en-

hancement of content due to the adding of meanings as raw data as well as the 
explanations available to clarify cases of potential irrationality. 

Moreover, introducing meanings is a way for the theory to integrate a “dy-
namic” element: interpretation is built through a process of trials and errors. 
There are several steps before devising complete beliefs and meanings. In this 
respect, the principle of charity is the cornerstone that allows to maximize the 
agreement between the interpreter and the speaker.39 

Guided by Richard Jeffrey’s work (1983), Davidson acted on his intuitions 
about the connection between the decision theory and the interpretation theory 
by offering a slightly different version of Jeffrey’s model:  

 
We owe to Richard Jeffrey a version of Bayesian decision theory that makes no 
direct use of gambles, but treats the objects of preference, the objects to which 
subjective probabilities are assigned, and the objects to which relative values are 
assigned uniformly as propositions (Davidson 1980: 160). 

 
Though Davidson decided to use Jeffrey’s model, it was not without making 
slight modifications. Indeed, conclusive with one of Davidson’s most important 
statements, one of the first proposals is that one should not take meaning for 
granted. This amounts to using non-interpreted sentences instead of proposals 
because from this point of view, the latter could be assimilated to meanings 
themselves.40  

Decision theory is quintessential in Davidson’s work. The experiments he 
carried out in Stanford during the 1950s deeply influenced him on an epistemo-
logical and theoretical matter. The main problem pointed out by Davidson is 
that it does not include an interpretation theory of language. More specifically, 

	  
39 For a detailed presentation, see Engel 1994. 
40 For a detailed presentation, see Harnay 2008. 
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the experimenter takes for granted the meanings bestowed upon the different 
options available by the subjects. According to Davidson, however, this is not 
obvious. Nothing indicates that the subject’s beliefs and meanings are analogous 
to that of the experimenter. As a result, the different criticisms about decision 
theory nourished a global reflection regarding the links between decision and 
interpretation leading to a unified theory of action and language. The underly-
ing central point is that one cannot analyze nor comprehend decision without 
resorting to language as it is both a communication tool and an indicator of 
mental contents. By assuming such a connection, Davidson promotes a theoret-
ical and methodological merging of disciplines that were heretofore divided, 
through an emphasis on the stakes behind such a merging.41 
 
 

References 
 

Davidson, D. 1974a, “Psychology as Philosophy”, in Davidson 2001c, 229-44. 

Davidson, D. 1974b, “Belief and the Basis of Meaning”, in Davidson 2001b, 141-54. 

Davidson, D. 1975, “Thought and Talk”, in Davidson 2001b, 155-70. 

Davidson, D. 1976, “Hempel on Explaining Action”, in Davidson 2001c, 261-75. 

Davidson, D. 1980, “A Unified Theory of Thought, Meaning, and Action”, in Da-
vidson 2004, 151-66. 

Davidson, D. 1984, “Expressing Evaluations”, in Davidson 2004,19-38. 

Davidson, D. 1985, “A New Basis for Decision Theory”, Theory and Decision, 18, 87-
98. 

Davidson, D. 1990, “The Structure and Content of Truth”, The Journal of Philosophy, 
87, 6, 279-328. 

Davidson, D. 1999, “Autobiography”, in Hahn 1999, 3-70. 

Davidson, D. 2001a, Subjective, Intersubjective, Objective, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Davidson, D. 2001b, Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, first ed. 1984, Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press. 

Davidson, D. 2001c, Essays on Actions and Events, first ed. 1980, Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press. 

Davidson, D. 2004, Problems of Rationality, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Davidson, D., Suppes, P. and Siegel, S. 1957, Decision Making: An Experimental Ap-
proach, Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Edwards, W. 1954, “The Reliability of Probability-Preferences”, The American Jour-
nal of Psychology, 67, 1, 68-95. 

Engel, P. 1994. Davidson et la philosophie du langage. L’interrogation Philosophique, Pa-
ris: PUF. 

Friedman, M. and Savage, L. 1948, “The Utility Analysis of Choices Involving 
Risk”, The journal of Political Economy, 56, 4, 279-304. 

	  
41 We would like to thank Pascal Engel and Mélaine Harnay (Université Paris III Sor-
bonne) for their useful comments, their expertise and encouragement. A special thought 
goes to Audrey, Héloïse and Mathilde who gave us the strength to complete this adventure. 



Pol-Vincent Harnay & Pétronille Rème 

	  

52 

Friedman, M. and Savage, L. 1952, “The Expected-Utility Hypothesis and the 
Measurability of Utility”, The Journal of Political Economy, 60, 6, 463-74. 

Hahn, L.E. (ed.) 1999, The Philosophy of Donald Davidson, The Library of Living Phi-
losophers Series, Illinois: Open Court Publishing Company. 

Harnay, P.-V. 2008, La décision, de l’expérimentation à l’interprétation: l’apport de Donald 
Davidson, Ph. D Thesis, Université Paris I Panthéon-Sorbonne. 

Jeffrey, R., 1983, The Logic of Decision, first ed. 1965, Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Lepore, E. and McLaughlin, B. (eds.) 1985, Actions and Events, Perspectives on The Phi-
losophy of Donald Davidson, Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

Lepore, E. (ed.) 1986, Truth and Interpretation. Perspectives on The Philosophy of Donald 
Davidson, Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

Levi, I. 1999, “Representing Preferences: Donald Davidson on Rational Choice”, in 
Hahn 1999, 531-70. 

Rawling, P. 2001, “Davidson’s Measurement Theoretic Reduction of the Mind”, in 
Kotatko, P., Pagin, P. and Segal, G. (eds.), Interpreting Davidson, Stanford: CSLI 
Publications, 237-356. 

Von Neumann, J. and Morgenstern, O. 1944, 1947 (2nd ed.), Theory of Games and 
Economic Behavior, Princeton: Princeton University Press. 


