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Vagueness, Doubt and Ignorance

By Christian Michel

1. “Vagueness” 

A vague predicate (like "red", "bald", "tall", etc.) is susceptible to having borderline cases. For a borderline bald person, we tend to be reluctant to assert or deny that this person is bald or not bald. In natural language most expressions are vague.

What makes vagueness interesting is that accounts of vagueness seem to require us to abandon entrenched principles of "classical logic", e.g.: 

· bivalence: the statement "X is bald" is either true or false,

· excluded middle (EM): either X is bald or X is not bald.

However, we seem very much committed to classical logic, so to give up those principles seems a high price.

There are accounts of vagueness that maintain classical logic. They claim that 

a) there are sharp borders of application of a vague predicate

b) but we can't know the cut-off values. 

Basically they claim that vagueness is an epistemic phenomenon. In reality there are no borderline cases. Because we are ignorant of the sharp cut-offs we have the illusion of borderline cases.

Those accounts are generally rejected because the idea of sharp borders is counterintuitive and there is a problem with the notion of ignorance of the sharp cut-offs, because it is an obscure ¨deep" form of ignorance.

2. The Sorites Paradox:
An argument for sharp borders of application of "bald":
A. Peter with zero hairs is bald

B: One hair does not change the justice with which we call someone bald. Or explicitly:

B0: If Peter with zero hairs is bald, then he is bald with 1 hair

B1: If Peter with 1 hair is bald, then he is bald with 2 hairs

B2: If Peter with 2 hairs is bald, then he is bald with 3 hairs

…

B999.999: If Peter with 999.999 hairs is bald, then he is bald with 1.000.000 hairs. 

C.  Starting with A and accepting each of the Bi-s we are unavoidably driven to the conclusion that Peter with 1 million hairs is bald.

There are various strategies to resolve the Sorites paradox:
(a) There is a sharp cut-off value such that there is an i such that  Peter with i hairs is bald and with i+1 hairs he is not bald.

(b) Give up classical logic. E.g. "many valued logic" (reject principle of bivalence) or "degrees of truth" (the degree of truth of "Peter is bald" decreases continuously from i=0 to i=999.999).
(c) Endorse the conclusion and declare our concepts incoherent (e.g. Peter Unger)

To give up classical logic (b) has many problems. 

(c) seems too radically skeptical. 

(a) seems the best solution, BUT sharp cut-off values are counterintuitive ! 
What to do ??

3. "Deep ignorance" versus other forms of ignorance
"Weak" ignorance: I don't know how many people are in this room. (But I can easily find out)
"Strong" ignorance: A randomly printed and destroyed number that nobody has seen. (I can imagine a counterfactual situation where someone can know it.)

"Deep" ignorance: I can’t even imagine any (theoretical) method to find out. -> SHARP CUT-OFFS OF VAGUE TERMS ?
If there really were sharp cut-offs then 

* any specific cut-off value would seem totally arbitrary (or merely stipulative) to us
* we can't even imagine what should draw such a sharp border and how to determine it

-> "DEEP IGNORANCE" (or "blind spots") 

A theory of vagueness with sharp cut-off values would be more acceptable if the ignorance were of a weaker sort.

E.g. even if we can't determine the cut-offs practically, maybe we could come up with a theoretical method to determine the cut-offs from an ideal epistemic perspective.

4. T. Williamson’s “epistemic” account of vagueness

Williamson wants to maintain classical logic, especially bivalence, in a theory of vagueness.

Two basic claims of his "epistemic account" of vagueness:

1. There are sharp cut-off points between bald and not bald people

2. However, we cannot know those sharp cut-offs

Why can we not know the sharp cut-off points ?

-> Because they violate a necessary "stability criterion" for knowledge. Knowledge requires a "MARGIN FOR ERROR":

· If the meaning of “bald” had been slightly different (and it could easily have been), our judgment about a person in the borderline area could have easily been the complete opposite.

· This would mean that a belief in any sharp border value is unstable
· However, only stable, robust beliefs can qualify for knowledge
Objection: 
The problem is that we cannot believe in any sharp cut-off value, so the question about knowledge does not arise in the first place, because belief would be a previous necessary condition.

Williamson explains why we can't know the cut-offs on independent epistemic grounds, however, the ignorance is still a of a "deep" sort as we are at a total loss as to what draws the sharp border and because we find any possible cut-off value arbitrary.

4. A modified theory of vagueness

Basic idea: what draws the sharp border is in us, not external to us.

A definition: "Extension" of bald = all bald people.

Claim: 

Extensions... 
 ...are subjective, because they are drawn not by something objective and external to an individual, but by the disposition to judge by the individual

...are adaptive and hence change over time

...are context sensitive 
Then there are sharp borders of applicability of a vague concept, because at a given time and a given context you tend (due to what is "programmed" into your brain) to judge a certain group of people as bald. The rest of the people who are not judged bald, are not bald.

Possible objection:

I may be reluctant to judge a borderline person being bald or not bald.

Response:

All depends on how you judge whether a person is bald. There are (at least) two ways:

a) only actively considering baldness (without actively considering "not-baldness"). You get the group of not bald people automatically as those people for which you have not asserted baldness.

b) actively considering baldness and not-baldness, hence making a contrastive judgment between two values. "Border-bald" people constitute those persons for whom you have not asserted baldness or not-baldness.

In case a) you have sharp borders between bald and not-bald

In case b) you have sharp borders between bald and border-bald, and border-bald and not bald. 

Border-bald is here not some "defective" failure to classify as bald or not bald but as fundamental as those two values (the person is "fundamentally" border bald). The (non-resolvable) "doubt" related with borderline cases is as fundamental as the positive (yes!) and negative (no!) attitude.
Hence you can be both committed to

a) either X is bald or not bald

b) X is either bald, or not bald, or otherwise border-bald. 

(The extension of "bald" in a) and b) may be slightly different due to the different context of judgment!)

Therefore we can explain away why we think that classical logic is violated by borderline cases.

Benefits of this theory:

· Sorites is solved

· Classical logic maintained
· Border-line cases exist and are not "only" an epistemic phenomenon
We still don't know the sharp cut-offs (how could we know our dispositions to judge in advance?). BUT, most importantly, we can get rid of the notion of "deep ignorance"  of sharp borders:

There is a trivial counterfactual (of course not practical) method to "make visible" the sharp cut-off values (determine how a person would judge all people at a fixed time and fixed context).

5. Some objections

Objection 1. Truth relativism: If the individuals' judgments determine the truth value of vague statements, one gives up de idea of objective truth. Instead of one truth e.g. of a car being red, there are many, possibly contradicting truths. 
Reply: this shouldn't be a problem because it a) only affects vague statements (and not e.g. mathematical or scientific truths) b) extensions of individuals overlap mainly as the result of a complex adaptation process of all the subjective extensions.

Objection 2. Infallibility: If the individuals' judgments determine the truth value of vague statements, then one cannot be wrong, hence one is infallible, which is nonsense.
Reply: An individual may make wrong judgments even on his own standards, and the individual, under the proper circumstances, can recognize her error.
Objection 3. When I assert that the car is red I claim it to be red objectively, I am not claiming that the car is subjectively red or it appears red to me. 

3.1 How to explain that we have the "feeling" we speak objectively?

Reply: we behave as if ascriptions of vague properties were objective facts, otherwise the adaptation process would not work, because everyone would accept that everyone has its own extension.

3.2 We are, strictly speaking, always making a false claim.

Reply: no we don't make a false claim because there is no objective fact independent from our judgment with regard to which we could be false. So by claiming a fact we "make" the (our) fact. 
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