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The Interpretation of Malapropisms and the Notion of a Language

LIU Xiao-tao
( Department of Philosophy Shanghai University Shanghai 200444 china)

Abstract: Some contemporary philosophers like Wittgenstein Chomsky and Davidson doubt that the notion of a
language is not well-defined. In A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs Davidson even argues that there is no such thing as a lan—
guage. This paper provides a reasonable reading of Davidson’s argument. According to this reading the basic insight of
Davidson’s argument is that the successful interpretation of malapropisms is incompatible with three plausible principles con—
cerning the description of linguistic competence. The successful interpretation of malapropisms defeats the idea that the sys—
tematic knowledge or competence of a speaker is conventional in character. Furthermore compared to other two alternative
readings the paper argues that this reading has some advantages.
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